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Dear Reader,
The ninth volume of Lux brings passionate and inspirational works from the ASU 
community. The staff of Lux is continuously impressed by the ample creativity 
and high quality of work that is produced by ASU students of varying areas of 
study. We recognize the importance of a creative outlet and hope to encourage 
artistic expression.

Each year, Lux strives to provide students with opportunities to showcase their 
talents. This is the third year that Lux has provided musicians with professional 
recording services at Blue Door Studios. We also hosted our second annual 
Coffeehouse event at ASU’s own Secret Garden. Students had the opportunity 
to perform their music, recite their poetry and short-stories, and artistically 
collaborate with other students while painting acrylic on canvas. Lux has also 
expanded its selection of work, as we have published both a music score and 
a screenplay in this edition. Lux is dedicated to supporting current and future 
students in their artistic endeavors. 

I would like to thank the Lux staff, ASU faculty, benevolent donors, family, 
friends, and gifted ASU undergraduates who have supported our mission over 
the years.  I truly hope you enjoy and are inspired by this edition of Lux.

Sincerely,
Andrea Kaloush

Mission Statement
Lux encourages the emerging talent of undergraduate students by providing 
a creative outlet for their literary, artistic and musical work. The review is 
produced annually by Barrett, The Honors College at Arizona State 
University. Lux accepts poetry, fiction, visual art, song lyrics, screenplays, 
creative nonfiction, music, film and other modes of expression beyond the 
bounds of traditional genres. We value originality, individuality, artistry, 
diversity and passion.

Submission Criteria
Submission guidelines can be found at our website at: 
http://luxmag.wordpress.com

EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION



AWARDS

Fiction
This year’s winner of the Jane Shaw Jacobs prize for fiction goes to “Swoon” 

by Randsom Rockliffe. Lux thanks Mark Jacobs, Dean of Barrett, the 
Honors College, for honoring the winning submission.

Poetry
This year’s poetry award goes to “Lifting the Corners of Nightfall- for J.M.O” 

by Elyse Mele. Lux thanks Barrett, the Honors College for honoring the 
winning submission.

Art
This year’s art award goes to “Cara De Luna” by Tasili Epperson. This award 

was made possible by Jerry’s Artarama and Changing Hands Bookstore.

Nonfiction
This year’s nonfiction award goes to “Remembrance of Things Past and 

Longer Ago” by Victoria Miluch. This award was made possible by 
Changing Hands Bookstore. 

Music
This year’s music award goes to “Sarah” by Aaron Brown. This award was 

made possible by Lux Central.

Screenplay
This year’s screenplay award goes to “Dear M” by Seo-Young Jun. This award 

was made possible by Changing Hands Bookstore.

Film
This year’s film award goes to “Four Eyes” by Saxon Richardson. This award 

was made possible by the Phoenix Film Foundation. 
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“Time is a healer when it’s not on your hands” was the final thing Julian Foxtrot’s father said to him. 
They spoke more that night, but it remained the only thing Julian could remember of the conversation 
they had on the roof of his family’s shotgun shack in the lush hillside overlooking San Juan. They sat in 
silence, following the swaying emergency lights of a tug as it struggled into the bay. 

Julian met his father’s amber eyes in the moonlight when the town’s old police car crawled into their 
gravel driveway. Sgt. Carmichael opened the car door and closed it with a slow creak. He leaned against 
the squad car and watched them, pawing at the ground with his cowboy boots. 

Julian sat with his father in silence for a few minutes. His father cleared his chest with a pound from 
a tattooed fist and lit a cigarette. 

“It’s time, Ken,” Sgt. Carmichael announced to them as they sat on the roof, looking over him and 
out to sea.

Julian’s father took a drag of his last free cigarette and ran a comb through his greasy black hair. He 
stood up and looked down at Sgt. Carmichael, seeing him for the first time. Julian watched him swing 
himself down to the ground, the tendons in his pale, muscular arms making the nautical tattoos that 
adorned the outside flanks of his body flit in excitable animation. He stubbed his cigarette in the gravel 
with the heel of his leather boot and walked toward the car.

Sgt. Carmichael looked up at Julian after he handcuffed and seated Ken Foxtrot in the police car. 

“You’ll be alright, son?”

Julian stared toward the bay. 

Sgt. Carmichael sucked his lower lip and ducked into the driver’s seat of the police car. He backed 
slowly out of the driveway and drove the angular, rusted Ford down the road that carved through the 
copses in the hills above San Juan. Julian followed their taillights through the trees for as long as they 
were visible. He lowered himself to the ground and went back inside.

Two life terms for a charge of double homicide, but then Julian didn’t go to his father’s trial. He was 
stretching out the Triumph his father bought with a stipend from the merchant marines in the heights 
that day when the big block from Sgt. Carmichael’s Ford grumbled after him.

He hooked the kickstand with his foot and leaned back in the seat of the bike while Sgt. Carmichael 
stepped out of his car. The car idled in a pant, radiating under the late morning light. Julian slid a Lucky 
Strike out of a new pack and put it to his mouth.

“Where’s the fire?” Sgt. Carmichael asked after fully squaring up to Julian, reclined in the seat of his 
bike.

“In your eyes, Sgt. Carmichael.”

He flicked a match and held it to the cigarette perched on his lower lip.

“Aren’t you supposed to be at the courthouse?” 

Swoon
Randsom Rockliffe
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Julian squinted up to him. He pushed smoke out through his nostrils and smiled.

“I know it’s not fair, Julian,” Sgt. Carmichael began. “But a man’s got to be held responsible for his 
actions in this world.” 

The cicadas in the tree-line filled the void between Julian’s silence and response.

“Is that all, Griffith?”

Sgt. Carmichael spat his chaw of tobacco onto the asphalt between his boots. He crossed his arms 
when he looked down at Julian behind his mirrored aviators. 

“Once you’re gone, you can’t come back.”

Julian looked up at him in his periphery and nodded slowly.

“That’s the idea.”

They were silent for a few more seconds. Julian took a drag of his cigarette and let it fall out of his 
hand. The smoldering butt tumbled down the road with a sudden whip of warm summer wind. Sgt. 
Carmichael patted Julian on the shoulder and wandered back to his patrol car. Julian knew he would 
miss the cat-and-mouse speeding games on the dusty highway in the heights of Puerto Rico as much as 
Carmichael would.

Julian started the old Triumph in one kick and dragged his feet in the gravel as he slowly accelerated 
back onto the road, the Caribbean sun warm on the back of his dark neck. 

The stretch of road from his house to the asylum in San Juan was layered with years of strips of 
asphalt. It was straight and boring when travelled at the speed limit, thereby creating Julian Foxtrot’s 
own personal relationship with the sergeant. 

He coasted down the last hill that dumped into the town square, the exhaust signature of the old 
bike preceding his arrival. Heat radiated from the busy street in a way that made him realize he would 
remember his last provincial day in a way that he probably wouldn’t care to. 

For Julian Foxtrot, San Juan was a rind long sucked dry. Listening to his father’s stories, life, he now 
realized at the age of eighteen, would begin when he was continental. Julian straddled his bike and 
produced an empty sardine tin from his front denim vest-pocket. He leaned down, placed it under the 
point of the kickstand, and slowly lowered the bike onto it. He swung a leg over and made sure the 
kickstand wouldn’t sink into the soft, baking asphalt.

He scratched at the week-old scruff at his lips nervously as he ascended the steps of the sallow 
cathedral. 

He pulled one of the tall wooden doors open and slipped into the threadbare concourse of the 
cathedral. He brushed past a group of huddled nuns who didn’t notice him anymore. Julian wondered, 
as he did with increasing frequency, whether seeing his mother would ever take him back fully to the 
kind of world his hindsight called the good old days.

She noticed him from her bed and cocked her head on its side with a leering smile. His mother’s body 
was preserved and as youthful and beautiful as he had ever remembered, a woman outside of time to 
any who knew her. The same line of Cajun freckles ran across his nose and under his eyes. Julian had 
her lean build and hunched gait. Their motions seemed impromptu and harried like an inexperienced 

Fiction
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shoplifter’s. 

He seated himself by her bed and looked around the wing of the asylum in the cathedral disparagingly. 
Light streamed across the shining floor from the elevated, un-shuttered windows, catching floating dust 
that never seemed to settle.

When Julian’s mother took his hand, he jumped. 

“You seem so familiar,” she asked. “What’s your name again?”

“Julian.” 

“Oh, never mind. I knew someone named Kenneth who you remind me of, but you couldn’t be 
him.”

She began to laugh to herself.

“Apparently he went to jail for killing some looters who raped his wife and left her for dead in the eye 
of a hurricane. One of my friends told me.” She motioned to a passing nun who sighed something in 
Spanish as she strode briskly by. 

“Isn’t that something?”

Julian clasped her hand in both of his as she smiled. Her eyes danced wildly before they met his.

“What?” she asked him, her wild smile fading into a suspicious glower as a furrow stitched its way 
across her forehead.

Julian leaned over and kissed her gently on the cheek. He felt tears forming, and tried his best to keep 
his composure.

Her eyes grew wide when she slapped him hard across the face. The only reaction from anyone in the 
infirmary was the hushed sigh of a passing nun who had watched the same thing happen to Julian every 
week for the last three years.

His mother watched him with a confused half-smile as he collected himself. He stood up slowly, 
feeling the same perfect pink outline of her stinging handprint as it formed on his cheek. When he 
looked down at her she was withdrawn again.

The sun was hanging just past noon when he walked out of the cathedral for the last time. San Juan 
had fallen off the knife’s edge for Julian Foxtrot, and he knew with certainty that he couldn’t keep 
sharpening it past the point in his life he was at now, despite his inability to keep himself from trying 
this one last time.

He flicked his old Ray-Bans open and tugged another Strike out of the pack. When the ocean breeze 
hit his face, it tingled across where he caught his mother’s hand. Julian struck a match from the bottom 
of his buckled chukka boot and held it to the cigarette with a trembling hand, smoke sailing into the sun 
with the breeze that blew through the city from the sea. Halfway through the cigarette he flicked it into 
a trickling gutter and mounted his bike. He tugged a black paisley bandana from his back pocket and 
tied it behind his head. He pulled it over his nose and started the bike in one kick.

Fiction
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Long ago, in a tower overlooking a village by the sea, there lived a girl all alone. That girl was me.

In the topmost room, which I had made my own, there was a single wide window. From up high 
above the village square, I could only watch as the townspeople went about their lives. Left to myself, 
alone as can be, I turned to puzzles for company.

I became the puzzler. No puzzle could stump me.

As I grew, so did my skills ‘til I was solving puzzles in the blink of an eye. Soon there were no more to 
be found in my tower. Nothing left to solve.

I am the puzzler. No puzzle can stump me.

So I issued a challenge, daring any and all to match wits against me. “To those who can concoct a 
puzzle and bring it to me, a fortune will be rewarded to the one who can stump me.” 

Nothing to lose, everything to gain. 

I am the puzzler. No puzzle can stump me!

From far and wide people came. They brought me riddles and mysteries, jigsaws and games. In the 
first-floor lobby of my tower, crowds would gather to see if this would be the one to defeat me.

I took no notice of any of them, only of the problems presented to me. Some were easy while some 
were hard, some were quick and others took long. A few even seemed impossible to do.

In the end, though, I solved them all.

I am the puzzler! No puzzle can stump me!

One day, there came before me a mysterious pair. A little girl dressed in blue, accompanied by an old 
maid whose white hair poked out underneath her hooded cloak and obscured her face.

“So,” I asked, “do you have a puzzle for me?”

The little girl skipped over. “Yes, we do!” A victorious smirk tugged on my cheeks. 

I am the puzzler; no puzzle could stump me.

“It’s a simple question, really,” the old woman croaked. “And the answer is decidedly even more 
so.” Here she paused, before muttering under her breath, “Still, I wonder if you’ll be able to solve it.” 
Noticing my impatient glare, she cleared her throat and asked, “What is it precisely that makes someone 
human?”

My mouth opened, only for me to snap it shut when no ready reply came. The rumblings of the 
crowd filled the silence instead. That is, until I quieted them all with a look.

“I… may need some time to think this one over.” Shooing everyone out, I proceeded to pace my 
floor for hours.

I am the puzzler. No puzzle can stump me.

I spent days locked in my room, thinking and thinking. Time passed, and still no answer came. 

Fiction

The Puzzler
Sarah Anderson
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Rumors took flight that this may be the one to defeat me; the whisperings floated up to my tower 
window.

I slammed the window shut, tossing the people below a glance before turning away.

I am the puzzler. No puzzle will stump me!

The old maid and the little girl stopped by often to ask, “Have you solved it yet?”

“No,” I would hiss through gritted teeth. The crone would lean against her walking stick.

“The answer,” she would tell me, “is more obvious than you may think.” This would only make me 
clench my fists and yearn to solve it all the more.

On one occasion the girl looked up at me and asked, “Do you need a hint?” My stare was the closest 
thing to an answer she got, and she took it as a “No.”

She pouted before leaving with the old maid, the door’s creak echoing in the tower as they exited.

When I passed by the window, I glimpsed them walking away, hand in hand. The girl turned to the 
crone, perhaps to ask a question.

I picked up my pace and hurried on.

I have never needed help. I never will. 

Like I would know how to ask for it if I did.

I am the puzzler… no puzzle can stump me…

I tore through the books in my library, hoping one of them could be of help. Every room on every 
floor was turned upside down as I looked for some clue. My frantic search turned up nothing. I had 
nothing. No answers. This couldn’t be.

I am the puzzler… no puzzle… can stump me…

My eyes fell on the closed window, the one place left untouched in my search. I paused, then gently 
pushed it open, letting in the sights and sounds of the townspeople below.

The question, after all, had to do with people. Maybe if I watched them, then I would understand… 
But no matter how hard I looked, I could not find the answer. But there was one thing I could see. 
Everyone seemed to have someone in their lives. Everyone, that is, save me.

I am… alone.

The next time the old maid showed up and asked if I had solved it, I didn’t answer. Instead, I tossed 
her a sack of gold — the promised reward for those who could stump me. Her eyes met mine as the little 
girl scurried forward to grab the bag. 

“Thank you.”

I nodded, looking away. Then without a word I slunk back upstairs, trusting the two would see 
themselves out. 

So perhaps I only imagined the cry of “Don’t give up!” that reached my ears.

I…

Hours turned into days, which turned into weeks or perhaps months. No more crowds came, no 
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more puzzles remained. The window, flung open, offered me only silence.

Silence. All that was left. Here, anyway. My focus shifted from the window to the door. I pulled 
myself up and took a step towards it.

Perhaps I hadn’t been wrong about people being the key to the answer. Maybe I just needed to take a 
closer look. With each step, the door drew closer. 

I am…

Nothing to lose. Everything to gain.

I grabbed the knob and threw the door open, stepping out into the world. My search would continue 
until I found the answer I was looking for. And one day, I did.

Sometimes now when a whispering wind breezes by my window, I can catch snatches of what it says.

“…love. To care for others and be cared about in turn…”

People, I’ve found, are the ultimate puzzle, one never meant to be solved. Because spend enough time 
around them, and you stop seeing them as one.

Fiction
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When you grow to be as old as Leonard, your days become routine. You wake up, you look in the 
mirror with a sort of disappointment and regret hanging over your head, you stir your fiber powder 
into a glass of water, and you stroll out onto the sidewalk. Leonard never looked back on his life and he 
never questioned things too much; rather, he knew that the past should remain there, and that today’s 
loneliness was only temporary. Soon he’d die, he figured, and all of life’s nonsense would fade away.

 Sometimes he imagined himself dead; he saw himself standing over his own dead body, watching 
as apathetic men lowered him into the ground. Or did he want to be cremated? He’d better figure 
this shit out, because he was growing short on time. Maybe he should also write a will, and maybe he 
should organize his flat, or at least straighten things up. What if he died in his flat, without any warning? 
Eventually his landlord would find him dead in his bed, or on the floor. Then his landlord would wander 
around the flat, thinking, “What a mess! What an absolute pigsty! Oh, Leonard.” 

He tried to focus instead on his will. Leonard never had any kids with any of his ex-wives, so what 
use was a will? He hated all four of his ex-wives, and assured himself that they had no place in his 
will. Fuck them, he thought, fuck those terrible women. None of them were too terrible, really, but 
Leonard became sick at the thought of them. The thought of his lack of offspring, terrible ex-wives, and 
formulating a will exhausted Leonard, so he quickly thought about nothing. It was too early for Leonard 
to feel so worn out; he hadn’t even had his breakfast for Christ’s sake. 

Leonard lifted his eyes from the cobblestone sidewalk, and realized that the bakery was in sight. He 
rushed to the door, flinging it open with a heavy sigh of relief and a near-smile. He thought he deserved 
more than an onion bagel today, with all of the exhaustion of the morning’s thoughts and memories and 
ideas. Leonard was proud of himself, in an odd sort of way, for reflecting on his life and planning for 
his future. This wouldn’t have been any great feat for you or me, and perhaps he should not have been 
so proud of himself, but still he puffed his chest and examined the pastries and treats behind the glass. 

The young woman behind the counter widened her eyes as Leonard ran his fingers along the glass 
and salivated at the sight of the delicate baked goods. She was probably thinking that he was mad, but 
not for his obscene amount of saliva, or for dirtying her perfectly Windexed glass. She probably thought 
he was mad because he was breaking a very important morning ritual – his onion bagel. This young 
woman — Marlene was her name — saw Leonard nearly every day, and for the past few years, he had 
never found reason to even glance at the pastries behind the glass. Leonard was not one to peruse, and he 
hated the perusing types. Marlene stared, not saying a word, silently judging Leonard’s actions. Marlene 
hated perusing as much as the next bakery worker, but now even Leonard had given into this perusing, 
and this upset her in an insignificant yet noticeable way. 

There were four pastries behind the glass that Leonard could not seem to take his eyes off of. He 
focused on the first of the four, and then he fixed on the next, then the next, and so on. The first was a 
pink macaroon, the second a vanilla scone, the third a small fruit tart, and the fourth a seemingly dry 
and tasteless bran muffin. Marlene was still staring, but Leonard didn’t really give a fuck about what she 

Leonard
Lauren Mickey
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might have been thinking. This is Leonard, breaking from routine, diverting his once-loyal eyes from his 
onion bagel, completely overwhelmed by four pastries behind the glass.

In his mind, Leonard gives each of the four pastries names. The macaroon is Martha, the scone becomes 
Fran, the fruit tart is Gertrude, and the bran muffin is Denise. These names are not coincidence, you 
see. This isn’t just a fun and imaginative morning activity for Leonard’s poor, deteriorating brain. These 
pastries are named after each of Leonard’s ex-wives. In these pastries, Leonard finds characteristics that 
seem all too similar to his ex-wives – characteristics that cannot be considered ordinary coincidences. 

Martha always clung to Paris far too tightly; Fran always was a bit boring, a bit plain, and Leonard 
never really loved her much; Gertrude was quite a spoiled thing, always crying out monetary complaints; 
Denise was simply dry, and Leonard often wondered if she had a soul or a heart. Leonard didn’t miss 
those terrible women at all, but he continued to stare at them, almost as if he expected more from them. 

In his mind, or maybe not in his mind, Gertrude started things. Lenny, she seemed to shout at 
Leonard, you don’t look so good these days. What happened to you? I mean, you never were too handsome, 
but my God! You never did try too hard; I suppose you thought you were good enough for me. But that’s why I 
left, you know? That’s why I packed up my things and left after you went off to work that Monday morning. 
Leonard, you never change, you never try. And when it came to buying me things, God you were so terrible at 
that. A wife never wants flowers. She wants gifts that can be shown off, the type of gift that all of her girlfriends 
would swoon over. Or even just a husband to swoon over. What could I have been proud of in you? You always 
came home with flowers, Leonard. I never wanted any flowers from you.  

Gertrude’s words bothered Fran, but Leonard figured she wouldn’t have much to say about it, because 
she never had much to say about anything. Oh, my poor Leonard, started Fran, I think you look nice. Sure 
you’re old now, and a bit saggy, altogether too round, and you look a tad empty, but still nice! The problem 
with you, Leonard, is that you’re a complete bore. I never did too much talking with you, because what could 
we talk about? You couldn’t seem to hold my attention for any amount of time… It’s a wonder so many women 
fell in love with you. Or perhaps they didn’t, perhaps they thought they just wanted the stability of a decent 
Jewish man. You even managed to make fucking boring, Leonard. Fucking you was a real snooze, you know? 
I’m okay with silence; I don’t fear silence. But with you, Leonard, the silence broke my heart. 

Leonard shrugged and tried to smile, wondering how much of what Fran had just said was really true. 
Was Leonard truly that boring? Was anyone actually interested in what Leonard thought, or said, or felt? 
Could Leonard really have made fucking so boring? Leonard wanted to die, more than usual. 

C’est la vie, Leonard… And Leonard knew that it was Martha’s turn. She only knew a few French 
phrases, and had never made her way to France, but she insisted on blurting out “C’est la vie!” almost 
constantly. Leonard would always tell Martha he loved her, because that’s what good husbands do, and 
she’d always reply, “Je t’aime, je t’aime.” 

Leonard, you’re such a simple man. You lack passion; you lack heart! The French, though, they’re a passionate 
bunch. The men in France, I can only imagine what fucking them must be like. Or what anything with them 
must be like! So different from you. I always insisted that we eat dinner at 9, but you were always so hungry 
at 5! What’s wrong with 9, Leonard? Have you never longed to be more French? Have you never tried to be a 
little more European in your ways? You weren’t the man of my dreams, and I doubt you were the man of any 
woman’s dreams. But, my God, couldn’t you have been a bit more French? You should try a bit harder to be 
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something you’re not, Leonard. It could serve you well. 

Leonard felt himself getting sensitive. He wanted to turn around and walk out of the bakery. He 
wanted to go back to his apartment and crawl into bed and die. He wanted his landlord to find his 
rotting corpse in his apartment the following week. These women, these pastries, were forcing truth 
upon Leonard. If there was one thing Leonard hated – besides perusing – it was the truth. Leonard 
lived many lies, told many lies, and felt quite safe in his odd, twisted cocoon of lies. He stared at Denise, 
wondering what truths she’d yell at him. 

This is refreshing, Leonard. It’s nice to see you like this. You’re so disturbed and incomplete; it’s really beautiful. 
It’s like you’ve crawled back into the womb of your mother, gathering the human emotion and regret most of 
us are born with. Do you remember that trip we took, Leonard? Leonard already knew the trip Denise was 
referring to. He knew it, and he didn’t want to discuss it, but how do you tell a pastry to shut up? 

Leonard, that trip was wonderful and terrible, all at once. It was terrible, of course, because I was with 
you. And you made it so miserable, Leonard. You were so inadequate in so many ways. And you were always 
so mean to the people at the hotels and restaurants. That bothers me more than most things, that lacking 
compassion of yours. Anyway, it was wonderful because I met Mario. You know how much I loved that man, 
you could see it in my eyes the whole time he showed us the city. Thank you, Leonard, for taking me on that 
trip. Mario was everything you weren’t. You should have been nicer to him, you know? You should have been 
nicer to everyone, Leonard. 

It must have been a long time that Leonard was standing there, mouth drooping open, listening to 
his ex-wives in pastry form. It must have been a long time that Marlene was staring at him, through the 
pastry case, with wide eyes. Leonard locked eyes with Marlene through the glass, shrugged, and stepped 
away from the counter. Leonard looked as his feet only to order an onion bagel, on a plate, and with a 
knife, please. 
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Regeneration
Lauren Zack

Fiction

I’m waiting for you.

This is really nothing new, and I’m not just saying that because you’re forever running late, always 
sleeping in that extra half-hour or taking the time to style your hair just right or answering the phone 
when your mother calls even though you just talked to her an hour ago, as I’m standing by the door 
with the keys in my hand. No, the reality is that from the first moment I saw you, I was willing to wait 
for you. I stayed at the party where I met you until almost five in the morning, unable to leave before 
you did, determined to spend every moment I could in your presence. Call it love at first sight, call it a 
meaningless attraction, call it anything. But this is what it was: a willingness to wait for you, no matter 
how long you might take.

Today I am waiting in our living room as you finish curling your hair. I’m wearing a dress the color of 
pomegranates and dark wedge heels. I smell like that deep bitter perfume that makes my nose tickle, the 
one you love. I wonder if you’re perusing your wardrobe with me in mind, maybe choosing the dress that 
is my favorite shade of green, or the earrings I gave you for your most recent birthday.

Your notebook, with its neat lines of writing, is open next to a pile of journals and textbooks: Journal 
of Pathology, Stem Cell Biology, Studies in Embryonic Cell Differentiation. With the tip of my finger, 
I idly trace the last line you’ve highlighted: The capacity of embryonic stem cells for virtually unlimited 
self-renewal and differentiation… I am a historian, not a scientist by any means, but surprisingly I 
understand. Maybe not so surprisingly; this case is all you’ve talked about for months. It’s all part of 
your latest project with Gold & McHugh, the nonprofit law firm you co-founded immediately after 
graduating from law school. 

You are a political activist to the extreme, on a constant and ever-evolving mission to protect human 
rights. Your latest client, the California Institute for Regenerative Medicine, is fighting for increased 
governmental funding and decreased grant regulations for embryonic stem cell research. Tonight’s formal 
dinner, held by the institute for its largest monetary donors, is an opportunity for you to strengthen 
relationships, to drive home everything you’ve accomplished, and to remind the institute why their 
partnership with Gold & McHugh remains uncompromisingly valuable to their fundraising efforts.

As long as I’ve known you, even before law school, you’ve been a powerhouse, a liberal whirlwind, a 
force to be reckoned with. We spent our most recent anniversary—eight years—at a pro-choice rally. 
“Please, Nina, just for an hour,” you begged me, and so I stood outside with you on June 21 in the 
buzzing heat from ten in the morning until almost four, holding the sign you’d painted, my arms aching, 
fighting claustrophobia in the shrieking, sweltering crowd. “This is my body!” you screamed over and 
over, plucking at your t-shirt: My Body, My Choice. Your hair was falling out of its elastic; your face 
gleamed, sunburned and slick with sweat; your eyes raged emerald, stealing my breath. I was ambivalent 
about the cause, terrified of the crowd, and wishing I was anywhere else, but I was with you, you in your 
element, and you had a way of making everything else fade away.
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That night, as I lay you down gently and slipped my way down your skin, tracing the curves, the 
lines, the folds of you, I could hear your own words echoing like a heartbeat in my head: This is my body. 
I looked into your eyes as I touched you, hoping to ignite that same fire in your eyes, trying so hard to 
make you come alive, to make you want, to claim you as my own. I remember that all I hoped for in that 
moment was to make you respond to me in some small way, this meager physical way, trying to mimic 
a small reciprocation of the way that I always respond to you.

Why am I telling you this story?

History is written by the victors. I learned that back in my freshman year as an undergraduate Late 
Antique-Medieval Studies major, sifting through primary sources at 1 a.m., trying to put together a 
coherent paper on Golden Age Islam or Greco-Roman influences on Mediterranean cultures in the 
Middle Ages. For every document cited, every quote plugged in, questions about the source have to 
be addressed: Who wrote this? When? Why? Who was the intended audience? How is the writer’s 
perspective muddled by age, gender, location, ethnicity, the arrangement of the stars that particular 
night? Point of View Analysis – that’s what the professors called it. I was a flawless writer, articulate, 
grammatically correct, and my research was always thorough, but I lost more points than I can count for 
failing to appropriately analyze the skewed nature of my sources.

So why am I telling you this story? The answer is that I’m not. You have always been the victor, 
Em. If I leave you tonight, you will spin your own narrative, told to friends, to your parents, your 
colleagues. Maybe it’ll be a generic growing-apart tale. Maybe you’ll get creative, spin me into a wild-
eyed psychopath, a lover turned senselessly jealous and cruel. I have no control over what you will say, 
and even less control over what you will think.

This story is not for you. This is the victim’s story. This story will not be read, not be kept, not be 
looked to for answers.

This story is just for me.

A comprehensive history should start at the beginning and unfold chronologically. But how do I 
pinpoint a beginning? Is it our first real date, or is it our first kiss, or is it the first time I looked at you 
across the table at a late-night emergency Mexican food run — you humming along to the generic 
Spanish music, giggling, melted cheese on your chin — and realized that I could spend my whole life 
with you?

I suppose the only way to begin is with the night I first met you. It was my sophomore year at 
Pomona, a typical Friday night dorm room party, where I was just drunk enough to acknowledge 
my overwhelming attraction to you, but not drunk enough to blame it on the Everclear. You were 
irresistible, six inches taller and a year older, with your harsh blonde pixie cut, your surprisingly dainty 
freckles, your peasant skirt, your infectious laugh. I was the dark-haired, bright-lipped waif, wearing 
skinny jeans and a wife-beater, a lacy push-up bra, my limbs and lips loosened by the alcohol. Somehow 
we ended up alone in the adjacent suite, sharing the same cup of jungle juice and talking about our 
sexualities. You told me you were bisexual, which I later learned meant you were attracted to just about 
everyone: your middle-aged biophysics professor with a soul patch, the willowy Hispanic woman who 
worked in the dining hall, the bubbly freshman dance major who lived down the hall from me. I told 
you I was a lesbian — the first time I had voiced or even considered such a thought — which I later 
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learned to mean that I was only attracted to you.

I had never identified with a homosexual label before that night. All I knew was that the only times 
I could handle being with boys—their hot breath on my neck, their meaty hands under my shirt—was 
when I had alcohol pounding in my veins too thick to feel anything else. At the time, I didn’t understand 
the nervousness, the cold sweat, the bile in the back of my throat when I tried to be physically intimate, 
and I wasn’t drunk enough to block out what was happening. I thought I was unnatural, weird, broken, 
asexual. I didn’t realize that I could find all the feelings I didn’t have for men somewhere else.

When I met you, I finally realized that, for me, attraction wasn’t about musky scents and scratchy 
cheeks and hard muscles. It was about your small feminine hands, fluttering at your sides when you 
spoke. It was about the curve of your lower lip, the dimple in your chin. It was about the jewels of your 
spine, the fullness of your chest, the soft tumble of your breath when you murmured my name.

I fell in love with you quickly, effortlessly, like slipping into a warm bath that I’d never want to leave. 
You became, quite simply, the light of my life. I like to think I brightened yours too, especially in our 
whimsical undergraduate days: making peanut butter fudge at two a.m. in your apartment, blasting 
The Bangles in my dorm room as we got ready for class, falling asleep together with your body spooned 
around mine, the back of my head nestled against your chest, your hand grazing my collarbone.

After graduation, I followed you to USC Gould School of Law, to our own apartment in L.A. With 
my degree, my 3.86 GPA, and my flawless letters of recommendation, I found myself lucky to track 
down a waitressing job at a Thai restaurant. I wasn’t teaching high school students about the influence of 
Chaucer or conducting research on the interplay of culture in medieval Spain or traveling the museums 
of Europe or doing anything else I expected to do with my hard-earned degree, but I didn’t mind 
scooping rice and filling glasses and washing dishes. If it meant I could end the day by freeing my hair 
from its bun, dropping the day’s change from tips into our jar of savings, slipping behind your bent 
frame as you highlighted your law textbook, and kissing the back of your bare neck, I was happy.

We dated for three and a half years before it occurred to me to tell my father I was a lesbian. It’s not 
because I didn’t love my father. I nursed a somewhat nervous but wholeheartedly genuine affection 
for the old man, a graying Russian theoretical mathematics professor with thick dark eyebrows and a 
rumbling voice. My mother died when I was five months old—ovarian cancer—so from as early as I can 
remember, it was just me and my father. The two of us lived in a small red brick house a couple miles 
from Stanford University, where he taught.

 He raised me at a distance, always keeping a solemn eye on me but generally letting me operate on my 
own terms, whether that was eating peanut butter out of the jar for my daily after-school snack, dressing 
myself in mismatched socks, or daydreaming my way to a D in math. In high school, when I discovered 
vodka shots and frat parties and marijuana, he removed himself entirely, retreating away to his study and 
his numbers as I slipped in and out of the house in various states of undress and inebriation. We had 
developed a silent pact, an effortless bond – we coexisted easily, peacefully, non-judgmentally. Maybe it 
wasn’t an ideal relationship, but it wasn’t negative either. It was simply a relationship that worked.

Why did it take almost four years of a committed partnership with you before it occurred to me 
to report back to my father? I didn’t imagine that he would have a strong opinion about my sexual 
deviance, any more than he did about my high school escapades. But just as we never openly confronted 
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my high school behavior, I didn’t see any reason to breach a conversation about my sexuality. On some 
level, I figured my father still saw me as the doe-eyed, motherless toddler with bow-tipped braids, back 
when he might have become the kind of father who brought snacks to classroom parties or took me to 
soccer practice, back when I might have become the kind of daughter who would sit down for a family 
dinner and tell him about my normal, heterosexual crushes. If there is one lesson I learned from my 
tortoise-like father, a fixture at his redwood desk, lost in his world of numbers and equations, it is how 
to passively avoid the realities that make you uncomfortable.

You were the one who convinced me to tell him, over an early breakfast in the apartment we shared. 
I can’t quite remember how it even came up; it was an unassuming morning, scrambled eggs and coffee, 
a weekday. But whatever it was that triggered it, you became quickly and surprisingly impassioned. 

“I hate that your father doesn’t even know I exist,” you said, your voice a high, hurt tremor. “We’ve 
lived together for a year. We’re looking for a house together. When do I get to meet him?”

You had a way of phrasing it that made it sound ridiculous. I didn’t know how to explain to you that 
it was precisely because you were so important, such a real and critical part of my life, that I wouldn’t 
think to share you with my father.

“Em, it’s not about you. It’s just that my father and I don’t really talk.” 

I nursed my cup of coffee in the seat across from you, my feet tucked up on the chair, my chin resting 
between my knees. It was November, and no matter how much we bent on the budget allocation to turn 
the heater up, the cold still seeped in somehow, trickling beneath the doors and windows and boring 
deep into my very bones.

You never get cold. You sat in pale pink pajama shorts and a transparent camisole, your long legs 
crossed haphazardly in your chair. I tried to focus on this conversation, to not notice the way your 
nipples hardened against the sheer fabric of your shirt. 

“It’s important to me that your own father knows me,” you say, taking a bite of your scrambled eggs. 
“You met my family ages ago. My parents invite you to every holiday.”

I thought of your parents—your father, with his skinny ties and thick hair; your mother, with her 
pastel cardigans and too many teeth. Your house is vibrant, functional, safely chaotic, with three teenage 
brothers and lasagna in the oven and a Golden Retriever. I thought of my own house: dark, musty, the 
silhouette of my father motionless in his study, the silence lessened only by the scratch of his pen or the 
flip of a page. “My family isn’t like yours,” I told you. “It’s just my father. He’s… distant.”

“I know, Nina. All the more reason for me to meet him.” You stood and picked up my empty cup, 
giving me a perfunctory kiss on the head as you passed. “Call him, okay? Invite him over. Tell him there’s 
someone you want him to meet.”

“I’m not going to do it.”

“Nina.” You caught me with your eyes, a stalemate. “Please. Do it for me.”

I called my father that afternoon and could immediately hear that something was wrong. My father 
was always precise, articulate, gruff. Even when I sought his attention in his deepest of mathematics-
induced reveries, he was known to listen carefully and respond precisely, though perhaps curtly. But over 
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the phone, his voice seemed slurred, as though the words had to swim through water to reach my ears.

I ran to the car, my ears ringing, my head foggy, and drove the six hours up the coast from our 
apartment in L.A. to my father’s house in Stanford. When I arrived at my own front door, fishing the 
key out from behind the sugarbrush, I swept in and found my father in his armchair, sleeping. When 
I gently woke him, he gazed at me through clouded eyes. My name slipped from his lips as though he 
didn’t know what he said. His wrist was bone-thin in my hand as I led him to the car.

“A cerebral infraction,” the nurse at the hospital said, smoothing my father’s sheets. “We’ll just keep 
an eye on him here for a while, hmm?” There was no telling how long he had been alone in that house 
since his stroke, nor could they tell me if he would regain normal speech, the ability to walk steadily, or 
his memories.

I got a hotel room in Stanford for the week as they ordered countless brain imaging tests. I ate food 
that could be kept in my purse: Ritz crackers, fruit roll-ups. You called every day to check in. “I miss 
you,” you promised at the end of every call, your voice crackling through my cell phone. On the fifth 
day, I waited until the dial tone to respond. “Then come be with me,” I whispered into the static.

My father survived, in the most basic sense of the word. He did not regain the ability to communicate, 
his basic personal caretaking skills, or his sense of self. He became a dead-end, the frayed edge of a rope, 
the point of no return. His life as a widower, as a professor, and as my father came to a halt, and with 
it, the life I had known as his daughter did too. It wasn’t a life of closeness or intimacy or genuine 
connection, but it was a life where I could dream of those feelings, where my father was always around 
if I ever chose to pursue them. I never had to lament the lack of them, for I had always had the potential 
for them, a consistent “someday” for that deep father-daughter relationship I had not yet bothered to 
create.

While I was quivering at my father’s bedside, too invested to fall asleep or leave but too distant to 
reach out and hold his hand, you were cheating on me.

You have no idea that I know this. There was no dramatic clue I could shake at you while shouting 
and crying, no underwear found under the bed or seductive texts left on your phone. It was more subtle 
than that, but I knew. It was the aura you held when I got back, your aloft smile, the gentle buzz of a 
secret. It was the daisies you bought me, and the way you couldn’t look at my eyes when I thanked you. 
It was the fact that you washed the sheets. You never clean anything.

Was it meaningless, was it a friend or a stranger, was it even sex? Was it what you wanted? Did you 
feel guilty? Do I still matter? So much I cannot and will not know.

After that, I always expected to come home and find you with someone. I imagined I would walk 
through the garage door and see you tangled on the couch with your perky redheaded Zumba instructor, 
or maybe pressed against the wall with Anika from Whole Foods. But I never did. 

As a historian, a human collector of facts and evidence, a storyteller crippled by my own single 
identity, I cannot fill in these blanks. Maybe there is nothing here at all, a wary villager eyeing a lifeless 
mountain. Or maybe this is pressure building, magma rushing to the surface, the emission of invisible 
gases, while the surrounding community toils on. If the volcano erupts, it can later be traced back, signs 
can be marked and quantified. But until that point, you can never be quite sure, can you?
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And have I changed? I’ve become demanding and bitter, in my own passive ways—Emily, do you 
even see this, do you even suspect? Crying silently and inexplicably in the laundry room with the door 
wide open as I fold your clothes, hating you for failing to notice. Leaving little trinkets to brighten 
your day—a Starburst in your pocket, a note tucked in your purse—just so I can silently resent you for 
loving me less. Taking control of your body late at night, stealing your breath with my kisses, making 
you tremble with my hands, fueled by fury and passion tangled so tightly that I sometimes lay next to 
you for hours after you break apart and fall asleep, unable to close my eyes or calm my rapid heartbeat. 
All these little ways I try to take you back, to write a narrative where I am your focus, to create a story 
that we can never have.

A history can only extend up to the present. It can categorize and separate, compare and contrast, 
draw conclusions from what has been. It can chart a clear path to trace a past and inform one’s perception 
of the present. Relative to the future, though, it can only project at best, a dotted line based on perceived 
patterns. Some historians will place more faith in this guesswork than others. To me, this is nonsense. 
Up until the moment a bomb is dropped, it can be deactivated. Up until the first quiver of ground, 
an earthquake may never start. It’s easy enough to go back and plot the points that led to destruction, 
to chart an accumulation of events. But for every war that begins, another one does not. For every 
bloody conflict that stains the pages of our history texts, another one remains unaddressed, unresolved, 
simmering beneath the surface of what can be seen.

In the present, I smooth my hands over the fabric of my dress. I think of my father, of the smooth 
crease of his pant legs the one and only time I could remember being allowed to sit in his lap. I remember 
shifting uneasily on the hard bones of his legs, my back stiff, unwilling to rest against his chest. I wonder 
what it would feel like to have somewhere to settle, to be comfortable in a place without having to adapt, 
to be wanted there.

These books on the coffee table, the décor of our house, the scent of my own skin are all reflective of 
you. I can see how much I have become the result of my surroundings, an embryonic cell adjusting to 
the environment in which it is placed. How can I develop into an independent self when all I want is to 
be someone you need? And if that is impossible, when do I let myself wonder what I could become in 
an environment of my own design?

“I’m ready,” you suddenly announce, and there you are, walking down the hallway in a sky blue 
blouse, black high-waisted skirt, heels. You smile at me, and I feel something inside me unravel like a 
spool of yarn.

You rustle through the items scattered on the counter, grabbing your purse and keys. I watch you 
move – the lines of your body, so familiar, so distant.

“Nina?”

Your hand posed on the doorknob.

“Nina? Aren’t you coming?”

And at that moment I look into your face and see only myself. I see everything I have given you, 
everything that I am. All at once, in the clear green orbs of your eyes, I see everything I stand to lose.

“Yes,” I say, and like always, I follow you.
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Panic in the Market
Jamie Acevedo

As David walked through Amsterdam admiring the mansions erected along the quays, he felt a 
swelling confidence that he might finally be able to escape the anxiety that had held him captive for so 
long. The narrow seventeenth-century apartment buildings along the canal, once the estates of wealthy 
merchants during the Dutch Golden Age, had doubled as warehouses for the commodities trafficked 
into the city by the Dutch East India Company. Dutch aspirations for global financial dominance had 
deteriorated with the bankruptcy of the Company, but the city continued to thrive. The De Wallen area 
had previously been an important site for religious pilgrims, but now served as the city’s red light district. 
As David walked, he searched for the prostitutes housed there, hoping to purchase salvation from what 
he feared might finally be his total collapse. 

Previously, he had been a history teacher shepherding students around New York City on Monday 
morning field trips. He had dreamed of visiting Holland with classmates after college. The trip, like his 
career and so many other aspects of his life, had been hijacked by panic. The financial meltdown of 2008 
created a perfect storm of failed investments and credit shortages that annihilated school board budgets, 
sinking the market for middle school history teachers and leaving him shackled in a substitute position 
that was part time and poorly paid. Faced with the catastrophe of student loan default, he fled back into 
college and the safety of a debt deferment as he switched course to pursue an MBA. Rubbing salt in his 
wounds, his friends had gone off without him and returned with stories of Amsterdam’s red light district. 
They described it as an earthly paradise where tourists were free to buy marijuana in shops and beautiful 
women could be purchased in a forum that they likened to the experience of window-shopping for high-
end clothing on Fifth Avenue in Manhattan.

Despite their endorsements, he eyed the street nervously as he walked through De Wallen. The 
rain pounding across the cobblestone had frightened away the majority of the morning’s usual crush 
of tourists, but it did nothing to diminish David’s excitement. Reggae music flooded out from the 
open doors of coffee shops whose windows were decorated with images of Jamaican flags and smiling 
Rastafarians in an attempt to circumvent city prohibitions on explicitly advertising the sale of marijuana. 
An angry policeman stood vigil over the district from beneath the flapping awning of the “Crying 
Dutchman: Bondage & Punishment” sex boutique, following David with eyes that smoldered like coals 
beneath thick black eyebrows.

Scurrying past the officer, he brushed off the precipitation that was collecting in beads on his black 
coat. Short and frail, he liked wearing the coat because it projected the illusion that he had broad 
shoulders and power. Underneath he wore a tailored gray sports shirt, designer jeans, and dark leather 
loafers. All were part of an expensive wardrobe upgrade he had recently made. Two years and thousands 
of dollars in additional debt had earned him his MBA and the financial security of a position as a junior 
analyst at a multinational investment bank. After a few months, he received a considerable promotion, 
and the clothes were purchased to help give him confidence, a skill integral to his new position. 
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The problem for David was that the nature of his position inflamed his chronic panic disorder. 
This made him incapable of maintaining the self-assurance necessary to assuage his clients, who were 
more hesitant to invest because of the financial crash. He had spent his whole life avoiding the triggers 
that prompted the attacks of his disease, but shortly after the promotion, he began to experience the 
anticipatory symptoms: heart palpitations, nausea, and overwhelming heat forecasted the arrival of a 
full-blown episode. Once it started, the only way to avoid a total physical and psychological collapse 
was to run; to escape the high-pressure system that fed the storm and flee, in this case to a place like 
Amsterdam. 

His boss had laughed in his face when he requested leave for the trip, waddling between the desks of 
their departed coworkers as he picked through the items left behind in their haste while David waited 
impotently for his response. “Fine, get the hell out of here,” he sneered, finding a silver picture frame 
he liked. “It’s not like you’re doing shit around here anyway. Do yourself a favor and find someone to 
fuck while you’re gone. You seal the deal with a girl and maybe it’ll give you the balls you need to start 
closing your sales. Trees that don’t produce fruit get cut down and thrown into the fire, David. This isn’t 
a goddamned charity here, get your shit together or don’t bother coming back.”

Strutting through the rain, David found the women just north of Damstraat. Windows began to 
shine with red neon lights advertising the prostitutes. Unlike the streetwalkers forced under New York’s 
bridges by the heavy hand of the city, these women sat safely above the sidewalk, free to conduct their 
business without harassment. Some modeled fancy silk lingerie with black garters and sheer stockings. 
Others in white bikinis posed under ultraviolet lights that illuminated the tiny triangles covering their 
breasts, making them shine like diamonds in display cases. Church bells rang out across the district and 
an orgy of excitement erupted as the women spotted David in the rain and began vying frantically for 
his attention. Clicking acrylic fingernails against the glass of their windows, they whistled and whispered 
in seductive voices from open doorways, begging him to enter. 

He stopped to appraise a curvy girl with copper skin and platinum hair, and as he reached for the 
thick wad of bills in his pocket, she began to dance for him. He fought the urge to look away until his 
embarrassment melted in the heat of her gyrating hips. He caught the outline of his reflection in the 
glass of the doorway, dark and powerful in his big black coat, and as he squeezed the money tightly in 
his fist, he smiled.

The sky exploded in a crack of thunder and he fled up the street into the heart of the red light district, 
the Ouderkerksplein. A colossal fourteeth-century church with a spired belfry that towered above the 
surrounding brothels dominated the area, and pigeons cooed from the scaffolding above the stained 
glass windows, which were plastered with advertisements. He took a promotional flyer, stuffed it into 
his pocket next to his money, stopped briefly to admire the grand facade, and then headed toward the 
red glow radiating from the buildings behind the cathedral when a voice cried out from the darkness 
between the buildings. 

“Stoppen! Please, Stop!”

The scream was so high-pitched that it drove the pigeons out of the rafters. A wild-haired old woman 
with bulging eyes came running, flailing her arms as she shouted. He turned to flee but she pounced on 
him, sinking her pale bony fingers into the sleeve of his coat, and pinned him back against the canal.
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“Mijnheer, you’re here for the women, yes?” She clung to his arm. “Please look, here is something 
you must see.” 

Offensively ugly, with a long veiny nose jutting out of a dry weathered face, she was no prostitute. He 
pegged her as a broker who arranged transactions between the tourists and the women. She forced a thin 
brochure into his hand and he cringed as he read the cover.

“We have come so that we may open men’s eyes to the human trafficking that takes place here,” she 
wailed, shoving the glossy leaflet into his face. “And to provide a way out of slavery for the girls that are 
willing to accept it.” 

Lightning struck, illuminating a photo of an emaciated young girl with a resigned look in her hollow 
eyes. She lay helpless on an apartment floor, curled at the feet of a dark figure as she received a beating. 
Hoping to escape with a donation, David was fumbling nervously with the bills in his pocket when a 
second scream rang out behind them.

The copper skinned girl from the window, spilling out of her silver string bikini, came cutting 
through the rain beneath a white umbrella. She stumbled across the cobblestone in her heels as she 
shouted Dutch profanity. 

“No one here is forced into anything,” she cried, appealing to David in English and pouting her lips 
as she held up her sagging bikini with one hand and sheltered her platinum hair beneath the umbrella 
with the other. 

“Arm meisje, please, escape this life of bondage and come with me,” the hysterical old woman pleaded. 
“We can provide you with a home and help you find a better way to live.”

“Go away, you nosy old bitch. Nobody wants to live in your disgusting halfway house,” the girl 
sneered. “Stop scaring away my customers and ruining my business!”

The wind whistled as it squeezed through the buildings and a third shout echoed across the 
Oudekerksplein. It frightened David so badly that he would have thrown himself into the canal if 
the old woman wasn’t anchoring him to the dock. The policeman from the sex shop barreled into the 
square. His eyes burned with disdain for the transpiring scene as he began interrogating David, who 
hyperventilated and burst into tears, unable to respond. The old woman released him and seized the 
arm of the prostitute, causing her to recoil back like a snake as she struggled to keep her umbrella level 
above her head.

“Please, arm meisje, abandon this business or it will be the end of you. Continue down this path and 
the only wages you’ll receive are captivity and DEATH!”

The old woman shook the prostitute as she screamed this last word, and the umbrella flew from the 
girl’s hand, subjecting her bare brown skin to a spray of icy cold rain that caused her to explode. She 
snatched up her umbrella and launched it into the face of the old woman, striking her between her 
bulging eyes with a crack that sent blood streaming out of her nostrils. The policeman slammed the 
prostitute down onto the pavement, her top snapping off as he forced her into handcuffs and howled 
threats after David, who fled into the Oudekerksplein. Diving into a dark alleyway, he scrambled past 
prostitutes who cried out to him from behind the glowing glass of their windows. He kept his eyes 
anchored to the floor, fearing that if he looked up he would black out. As he burst out of the passage 
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he was blasted by a howling gust of wind, which he fought until he spotted a coffee shop and ducked 
through its door to safety.

Inside the air stunk of wet cannabis resin and mildew. David rushed to the bar and begged the barista 
— a pale-faced man in a crocheted Rastacap with costume dreadlocks spilling out the sides — to sell 
him something that would calm his nerves. The barista produced a tightly wrapped cigarette of hashish 
and marijuana and David collapsed into an old wicker chair by the window, sucking the smoke deep 
into his lungs and holding it there until it burned. He spread the wet pamphlet across the table in front 
of him but the graphic pictures of attractive young girls with swollen purple eyes and bleeding lips made 
his chest pound and hands tremble.

David stared out into the rain until the roach of the joint burnt the tips of his fingers and his attention 
drifted back to the pamphlet, where he discovered a picture of a yellow-haired woman in the bottom 
corner. He could not find a single imperfection on her body. It occurred to him that although some 
of the girls might be internationally trafficked sex slaves, it was unreasonable to assume they all were. 
Some, perhaps even the majority, were most likely just local Dutch women working independently in 
an industry, which, though stigmatized, was entirely legal. The presence of a few tainted prostitutes, he 
realized, had cast a shadow of uncertainty over the entire market and now these poor women, already 
struggling for customers because of the storm, had to suffer the interference of hysterical old ladies who 
spread misinformation that sabotaged their business.

“That nosy old bitch!” screamed David, flinging the pamphlet across the table. 

He shot out the door in a rage and was knocked backwards into a puddle by the wind. He picked 
himself up, hurling curses in every direction, and pressed his way back to the alley as thunder exploded 
overhead. All but a single red light had been extinguished, and he followed it like the beacon of a 
lighthouse. He found an exquisite young girl with golden hair and porcelain skin waiting beneath it. She 
cracked the door open, beckoning him into the warmth as he fought his way against the violent gale. 
The girl closed the door behind David and drew a thick red curtain across the window. For a moment, 
there was darkness; then the click of a switch as a series of red fluorescent light bulbs flickered across the 
room like torches in a cave. The cabin was smaller than he had expected -- just a few square feet of tile 
floor with a twin size bed in the corner. The only decoration was a full length mirror bolted to the wall 
at the stern of the bed.

“Fifty euros,” said the prostitute, holding out her hand. David, swelling with confidence, balked at the 
price and they renegotiated down to twenty. Both looked relieved as he handed over a crumpled wet bill, 
sealing the terms of their arrangement. She pointed to the corner and began to undress.

He stood facing the wall and removed his coat, which had soaked through and saturated the shirt 
underneath. With his clothing in a steaming pile on the floor, he cringed in anticipation of the coldness 
on his bare skin. To his surprise, he was hotter naked than he had been dressed. The tiny cabin was like 
a sealed vault, and the air was smothering and humid. He felt himself struggling to suck his breath into 
the recesses of his lungs and began to panic.

“Come,” begged the girl from the bed. Naked and without her heels and lingerie, she seemed much 
smaller. The indents of her ribs showed through her skin and the smell of cinnamon emanated from her 
body, making the room seem even hotter as he climbed onto the mattress beside her. Above his head, 
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the red bulbs hissed and cooked him like a marshmallow in a microwave oven, and the odor of burning 
skin overtook the smell of the girl’s perfume. He started to feel sick.

“You’re Dutch, right?” asked David, the walls closing in on him. “You’re from here in Amsterdam?”

“I am from wherever you want me to be from,” she assured him with a weak smile that made his 
stomach wrench. He seized her by the wrist and she froze.

“I’m sorry,” she answered. “No, I am not from Amsterdam.”

“You should have told me that upfront,” he stammered. His voice cracked as he squeezed down on 
her wrist and examined her body in the pulsating light. “If you want my money you better tell me the 
goddamn truth! You understand? Are you a slave? Do you belong to someone who is forcing you to do 
what you’re doing?”

The prostitute sat confused and terrified. She looked like a child called to the front of the classroom 
to answer a question she was not prepared for. Her forced smile returned to her face as she figured out 
the answer to his question. She reached behind the bed to produce a pair of silver handcuffs, which she 
used to bind herself to the bars of the headboard.

“You have paid for me,” she answered, looking up at him in submission from the bed. “I belong only 
to you.”

David caught the vomit that shot into his mouth just before it escaped his lips and felt it burn his 
throat as he choked it back down. He gave up trying to tell if it was his vision or the girl that was 
trembling. He closed his eyes as he climbed on top of her. His body shook.

Then, the transaction was complete. When he opened his eyes, he was no longer sure which direction 
he faced. He hoped for a moment that he was not where he knew he was, but slowly he acclimated to 
the dark and focused on his reflection in the mirror. His eyes were bloodshot, the lids swollen, and his 
body pathetically frail. He pulled himself up to his knees and sucked in a deep breath, puffing out his 
chest and shoulders in an attempt to manipulate the image. Instead, he erupted into a boiling hot geyser 
that splattered across the mirror and onto the bed.

The prostitute screamed in horror and jumped off the bed, pulling herself free from the cuffs. He felt 
her shrill voice knife through him and he vomited again. His heart throbbed so violently that he feared 
blood would come shooting out of his ears and nostrils.

“Calm down!” he begged her. “Please just calm the fuck down. I’ll pay for the mess. I’ll pay for more 
time. Please just go sit in the corner and shut the fuck up.” 

He reached for his jacket and his legs gave out beneath him as he stepped off the bed, causing him to 
spill face first onto the tile. Pulling himself across the floor on his elbows, he tried to fish out the money, 
which clung like plaster to the inside of his wet coat pocket, but his fingers would no longer respond. As 
he lay there, the rain flooded into the room and sprayed across his naked body, but he could no longer 
feel it. He could no longer feel anything except fear, and perhaps faintly, like the church bells reaching 
him from the Ouderkerksplein, the hope that when the panic did subside something better might take 
its place.
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81.9
Erin Regan

  On the way to and from her daily destinations, Elaine listened to 81.9 FM, the Christian Rock 
station. She would turn the volume up in her private, insulated box of a Toyota and sing the choruses. 
She hoped to receive religion through osmosis, the same way she tried to learn French in college by 
watching French films and listening to her roommate tirelessly conjugate verbs. 

Really, the songs were all empty verses about standing on someone else’s shoulders and following a 
plan that you didn’t design. Most of them just sounded like soft rock ballads written for a vague lover, 
but that is why she reveled in them. The songs described ambiguous yet intimate subjects that could be 
applied to the listeners’ personal tragedies and become the soundtracks of their own tiny scripts. In her 
box, the other drivers on the I-10 disappeared. The thousands of other listeners became obsolete and 
invisible; even the vocalist and musicians lost their own lives and humanity, existing only as mouths to 
sing “Elaine’s Song.” 

That’s why she never listened to news stations like NPR – it filled her box with other bodies. The 
radio host announcing the rape of another Ugandan village could not be denied a body. The guest 
speaker from a mid-level position at some international refugee protection office could not be denied 
a body. The children who were brutally raped, who lost limbs and parents, or who were dragged away 
from their homes and handed an AK-47 to inflict the same wounds onto other children certainly could 
not be denied a body. Every participant’s existence became real and material in Elaine’s little four-door, 
so she listened to the disembodied crooners instead. When she stepped out of the car, the music still 
played in her head. 

Show me how

I don’t wanna be alone anymore

Cause without you

I’m lost in darkness and doubt

Show me how

To find my way out

My God

I need a light

To leave these dark shadowed rooms

I don’t wanna be alone anymore

Cause without you

I’m blind

When walking toward the entrance to the post office or school auditorium or grocery store, each loose 
pebble on the parking lot blacktop became a mountain to ascend, each passing stranger a brush with sin. 
The verses magnified her personal pain while elevating her piety. 81.9 left every raw and ragged nerve 
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exposed. She was baptized in rubbing alcohol.

Her September morning is a succession of tiny catastrophes. The lack of peanut butter, her daughter’s 
malfunctioning alarm clock, the fact that the morning paper is damp from last night’s rain, the detour 
she has to take on her way to work because of a collision (a fatality that takes 7:14 to 7:23 a.m. as 
another victim). Driver A made a left in front of an oncoming vehicle under the assumption that Driver 
B would stop at the yellow. Miscalculation. Driver A was T-boned at 52 mph. The twilight-grey metal 
of the passenger and rear door crumpled like crepe paper. After moving at a painful 12 mph for half a 
mile, Elaine glimpses the carnage before making a police-directed right. Shattered glass and torn metal 
lay on the asphalt like bloody body parts that belong to no one, while the true gore is trapped between 
the crushed dashboard and bare doorframe. 

She turns up the volume of 81.9 as she passes the blue and red light show. The lyrics pouring from 
the speakers know intimately of her trying morning and small tragedies. They ring with the injustice of 
her wasted time and the unknown sorrows of motherhood. The singer attests to her unwavering faith 
that a left on Ocotillo Drive and a right on 17th Street will lead her to work, despite Evil’s conspiracies 
against her. 

She’s eight minutes late to work, but God and her supervisor forgive her. The office is bright with 
the glare of fluorescent lights and smells like burned coffee in Styrofoam cups. She can hear the hum of 
a dying light bulb. Quiet. I don’t wanna be alone. Phones aren’t screaming. Files aren’t opening. Paper 
isn’t shuffling.

CNN is on in the corner, and everyone is watching.  Sean Murdoch is on the phone with the 
amorphous voice of anchors. Unconfirmed reports. The pixels on the screen jump with gore and terror, 
alive with tragedy. I’m lost in darkness and doubt. A building 3,000 miles away is a chimney, columns 
of smoke pouring out. An office like this is full of trapped bodies and hot air building to flame. Clearly 
something relatively devastating is happening there. That is, once again, a picture of one of the towers 
of the World Trade Center. Moan. Cry. A bullet lodged in the body of a building. Windows shattered 
and steel jutting out. 

I’m blind.

Buildings fall. Her Toyota box of private and petty grief collapses. Her life is filled with the bodies of 
her children, her ghosts, her lovers, her strangers. 

Time breaks, and the crooners sing to no one.

      

Source: 9/11/01 – “CNN News Coverage 1st 5 Minutes.” YouTube. 9 July 2007. Web. 25 Sept. 2012.

  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vfYQAPhjwzA.
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Exodus
Lauren Zack

The ants came first. They traveled in neat lines along the cracks in the kitchen tiles and clustered in the 
corners of the cabinets, near the sliding door of the bedroom closet, in the niche between the toilet and 
the sink. The couple killed them systematically, going room to room: Abigail with a bottle of Windex, 
Todd following with a bunched-up paper towel. But the ants just kept coming. Abigail bought insect 
poison. Todd started vacuuming the whole house every morning, humming Billy Joel’s “Lullaby” as he 
rammed the machine over their busy little bodies, marching along.

The ants attracted spiders, massive black widows that lurked in the shower and made Abigail scream. 
The day after they finally paid an exterminator to wipe everything out, all the water in the house started 
running dirty, smelling vaguely sulfurous. Then came the storm that pelted their windows with hail and 
left them without electricity for almost six hours.

“This house is bad luck,” Abigail said the next morning, smearing cortisone cream on her ant bites as 
Todd inspected the windows for damage. Todd scoffed at her, but secretly he knew she was right. They 
had been living in their new house for less than a month. He would never admit it to Abigail, but he 
missed the studio apartment they’d lived in for the last three years — the one they’d moved into right 
after the wedding. Todd had hated it at the time, the way he woke up staring at his fridge, the frustration 
of attentively testing a new analytics program while Abigail giggled without restraint at How I Met Your 
Mother only five feet away. He was making loads of money since he took up the position with Chute 
Corporation, more than he could have dreamed. They could afford a real house, with bedrooms and 
offices and a backyard. We need space, he told her, we need room to grow, and we need oven mitts. Abigail 
laughed. They had one set of silverware, one mixing bowl, one pot and one pan, an unused measuring 
cup. Abigail rarely cooked anything that couldn’t be made in a microwave, and when she did tackle 
cookies or the occasional baked potatoes, she pulled the hot pan out of the oven by wrapping her hands 
in their one thick wool rug.

“I’m not the house-wifey type,” Abigail had told him on their third date, and it didn’t seem like a 
strange conversation to have because Todd was already in love with her, was already picturing her face 
on the pillow next to his and a daughter with her wild dark curls. 

“She can’t even scramble an egg,” his mother had said, amazed, after flying out from Utah for a 
weekend to meet her. “Her idea of cleaning is to use a Lysol wipe.” Todd just smiled. He knew exactly 
what he was getting.

Abigail wrote travel guides for young, adventurous Americans on a budget – recent college graduates 
and newlyweds who wanted to travel off the beaten track. She flew off for weeks or sometimes months 
at a time to countries like Malaysia and Paraguay, staying in a different hostel each night, taste-testing 
the cheap restaurants, researching methods of transportation, and gathering prices and maps and ratings 
into small, concise booklets for publication. In the new house, she had set up her own office with a 
massive world map filling one wall, covered in sticky notes and string-and-pin pathways to organize 
her research.
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That map always made him anxious. He didn’t like to think about how big the world was, to see the 
little square of Connecticut and the breadth of the ocean she crossed when she left him. To his relief, 
Abigail always kept the door to her office closed, so he rarely had to look at it. But he didn’t know if the 
gesture was because she sensed, on some level, his discomfort, or if it was rooted in a desire for privacy, 
for separateness, a way for her to partition her travels from her domestic life. He wouldn’t have blamed 
her if that was the reason. He sometimes wondered how she reconciled the two, how she could spend 
five weeks alone in Morocco and then so seamlessly return to the right side of their bed, nudging the 
question mark of her body against his as if she had fit there all along.

The storm that cut off their electricity was Monday night. On Friday, Abigail’s family was driving 
from Bridgeport to see the new house and celebrate Passover; the next Tuesday, Abigail was leaving for a 
three-month trip through Macedonia, Albania, Serbia, and Kosovo.

Todd thoroughly cleaned the house on Thursday night. He dusted the shelves, scrubbed the stove 
burners, wiped down the blades of the fan, scraped the last few ants out from under the garbage disposal. 
Abigail spent the night in her office, scribbling Google Maps directions in her pocket-sized notebook 
and reciting Albanian back to her computer. 

Abigail had taken up the habit of writing the grocery list in Macedonian Cyrillic to practice sounding 
out the letters. It drove Todd crazy. “Ham,” he wrote in firm block letters under the strange markings on 
the cardstock taped to the fridge. “Bagels. Cream cheese. Cranberries.” He hated those words, the ones 
he couldn’t read. He didn’t know if he was repeating anything. 

As expected, Abigail’s family arrived at their house on Friday.

“Well, I never thought I’d see the day that Baby Abigail moved into a real grown-up house!”

“Hello to you too,” Abigail said to her older sister, holding open the door so that Moriah could come 
in, carrying her daughter Elia and followed by her husband, Adam.

“Happy Passover.” Moriah set Elia down; the child immediately latched onto Todd’s leg. Elia wore a 
white jumper dress, ruffled white socks, black Mary Janes, and a feathered pink tiara. 

“She won’t take that darn tiara off for anything,” Moriah admitted, shaking her head. “Likes to think 
she’s a princess.”

“Princess Elia!” Todd said, scooping her up and making her giggle. He loved the little girl, the way her 
soft body curled up to him as if his body heat sustained her.

“Isn’t Mom coming?” Abigail asked her sister.

“We went to pick her up, but she wasn’t feeling up to it.” Moriah shrugged, not meeting Abigail’s 
eyes. “Bit of a flu, I think.”

Abigail said, “How about we open up some wine?”
“Why is this night different from all other nights?” Abigail intoned, popping the cork on their fourth 

bottle and bringing it to the table. “Why, on this night, do we eat only matzah? Why, on this night, do we 
eat bitter herbs?”

With the matzah ball soup finished off and the onion-braised brisket begging seconds and then thirds, 
Todd felt deliciously warm and full. The wine was delicious, sweet, black cherry, and plum. He thought 
of celebrating Jewish holidays as an obligation of being married to Abigail, generally a nuisance at best 
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and an unsettling experience at worst, but Todd found to his surprise that he was enjoying himself.

“Our mother was all about tradition, when we were children,” Moriah said to Adam and Todd, 
holding out her empty glass for Abigail to pour. “Abigail was the youngest; she had to ask the Passover 
questions.”

“And then we had to hear her endless history lessons,” Abigail added. Lessons which became 
increasingly long and passionate, Todd knew, after the death of Abigail and Moriah’s father in ‘94, their 
mother clung to Judaism with a sudden and fierce desperation, something to keep her afloat. Abigail 
had sometimes spoken to Todd of her childhood synagogue days, passing him fragments of memory 
like sea glass late at night: her mother’s hands tying her hair in a thick French braid, the looming Ark 
and the rich embroidered cloth of the Torah scrolls, the rabbi’s Hebrew melodies wrapping around her 
like a warm blanket.

“You know,” said Abigail, “I think I still remember the Passover questions in Hebrew.”

“Do you really?” Moriah laughed. “Can you still sing them?”

“I think I’m drunk enough to try.” Abigail closed her eyes, pulling from memories unshared and 
unseen.

“Ma nishtanah ha-laylah ha-ze mi kol ha-leylot…”

It was almost eight o’clock. The house had darkened, though several candles flickered on the table. 
Abigail’s song seemed to rise with the smoke, an echo of these same words sung countless times across 
countless years. Todd watched his wife, the way her eyelashes cast dark shadows against her cheeks, and 
felt the swell of her voice rise in his own chest, something haunting and mysterious and painful and true.

“My turn, my turn!” Elia cried out suddenly, the shrill sound cutting through Abigail’s song. “Ma nee 
hay hay lay lot …” She shouted out syllables, then threw her hands in the air and looked at the adults, 
wide-eyed, awaiting praise.

Todd and Adam gave Elia a round of applause. Moriah knocked back her glass to get the last sip of 
wine. Abigail looked at her niece and smiled. “Close enough, right?”

Even after three years of marriage, Todd had never really been able to figure out Abigail’s relationship 
to Judaism.

Abigail was a self-proclaimed atheist. She was a nihilist, an existentialist, well-versed in philosophy 
and science. She silently judged Todd’s parents for their mild Catholicism, for their regular church 
attendance and the crucifix hanging in the entryway to their home, and for his mother’s frequent 
references to “the good Lord’s blessings,” which always triggered Abigail’s false smile—the one that kept 
her dimples hidden.

But on some level, Todd knew that Abigail’s Jewishness was foundational to her sense of self. This 
truth was never more evident than when Abigail interacted with her mother. 

Judith Steinberg left the house with increasing rarity outside of worship—no one wanted to use the 
word agoraphobic, but everybody kept it tucked away in their minds, an unspoken reality—so when 
Abigail wanted to see her mother, they went to synagogue. It always unsettled Todd, to see her in that 
setting, her head bowed alongside her mother’s as they followed along with the Hebrew script. After a 
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few of those Saturdays, he invented headaches or a weekend data-coding project when Abigail wanted to 
go, and she never pressed him. He got the sense that she was relieved to go without him, that she could 
finally immerse herself in the world of synagogue without Todd’s presence, serving as a tether to all the 
parts of her that did not belong there.

As Adam and Moriah didn’t have any family or babysitters nearby, Abigail shooed them out the door 
after dinner. “Go to a movie! Go to a bar!” Abigail insisted. “We’ll watch Elia.” Elia, absorbed in My 
Little Pony and sucking happily on a piece of matzah, didn’t even turn around as her thrilled parents 
fled the house.

Todd sat with Elia for a few minutes to ensure that she was absorbed by the TV show before heading 
to the kitchen to clean up. Surprisingly, Abigail was already scrubbing plates, up to her elbows in warm 
suds.

“Thank God they’re gone,” Abigail said to Todd without turning around. “I have so much packing to 
do. If I finish these dishes, would you mind tracking down my passport? I know I left it out somewhere 
in my office—I need to pack it before I forget.”

Her office was a mess, of course. Entering the room and turning his gaze away from the looming map, 
he began to sift through the piles of paper on her desk, searching for the little blue booklet. Unsuccessful, 
he turned his attention to the drawers, sorting through highlighters and binder clips to the folders, 
binders, and stacks of paper underneath.

Looking back, Todd could not be sure what made him pause when he flipped open that unlabeled 
purple folder—if he had thought he caught a glimpse of the passport, or if he recognized the letterhead 
from their doctor’s office, or if it was a spontaneous occurrence, or an act of fate. Whatever the reason, 
he opened the folder and paused, his eyes skimming over the test results with mild interest, then more 
slowly, his heart reduced to a heavy pounding, as he understood what he had found.

Todd carefully replaced the paper. He tucked the folder back into its drawer. He steadily walked down 
the hallway to the bedroom, where Abigail stood bouncing on her heels and humming as she folded 
clothes into a duffel bag.

“When were you going to tell me that you’re pregnant?”

Abigail’s hands stilled over her suitcase.

“Wait. Hold on.”

“When were you going to tell me, Abigail?” 

“I’m not pregnant,” Abigail said. “I’m not. Todd, just hold on a second.”

“I found the test, I read it. You were drinking tonight—”

“I’m not pregnant,” Abigail said, slamming down the lid of her suitcase—the resulting bang quickly 
overpowered by a sudden shrill scream from the kitchen. The two paused, Abigail’s mouth rounded in 
a silent circle, fear gripping them both in place for a split second. Todd took off running, with Abigail 
right behind him. They made it to the kitchen just in time to see Elia drop the knife, howls tearing loose 
from her small body, the blood blooming fast and bright across her white lace dress.
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Two hours later, Todd sat on the couch, stiff and wide-eyed, with Elia sleeping in his arms. It was 
warm in the living room, too warm; he wondered if a broken air conditioner was the newest addition to 
the plagues of the house. He focused on the temperature to keep his mind blank as the clock ticked off 
the seconds that Todd remained in the dark, alone, with only the weight of the sleeping child. Moriah 
and Adam were still out, cell phones turned off, assured of their daughter’s safety and the promise of a 
single, carefree night.

But luckily, cleaned up and clothed in one of Abigail’s soft old t-shirts, Elia was fine now; she had 
probably been much more scared than actually hurt. Todd had expertly bandaged her cut arm, drawing 
on his college days as an EMT. Their best guess as to what happened was that she’d been looking for 
markers when she found the small peeling knife; Moriah kept a bottom drawer full of skin-safe washable 
markers in her kitchen for Elia, who loved to draw on her arms.

It was only an accident. Elia was fine. Everyone was fine.

Todd listened to Elia’s soft snores, holding her with a single hand lightly pressed to her back. He gazed 
mindlessly into the darkness and thought of work: of inverse gamma distribution, of entity-relationship 
models, of an endless html code—he pictured infinitesimal lines of code filling the dead space of the 
living room.

He did not see or hear Abigail come into the room, but he felt her entrance as a spike in temperature, 
in energy, like a sudden flame behind him. The heat of the room, of Abigail, of these sudden emotions 
pressed upon him like a thick, snug quilt. She stood behind the couch for a minute, silent, electric, until 
slowly walking around and settling down next to Todd.

“I’m not pregnant.”

He listened, staring straight ahead. He still could not see her, would not look at her.

“I ended it. Weeks ago.”

 Elia shifted in her sleep, her head tucked against Todd’s shoulder, her open mouth dampening his 
collar. She was heavy against his chest, her body pressing into his every breath.

“I should have told you,” she said.

He did not speak.

Gently, Abigail rested her hand against his on the couch. She tucked her fingers into the spaces 
between his, wedging his aside to make hers fit.

“Do you still want me?”

She might have been attempting flippancy, but a tremor wove through her voice like ribbon.

They sat, side by side, listening to Elia breathe in the semi-dark.

On Tuesday, Abigail took a cab to the airport and boarded a flight to Macedonia. Over the next 
few weeks, she posted pictures on her travel blog. Skopje’s Stone Bridge, casting its dark shadow over 
the Vardar River. A view from Tirana’s Sky Ride, where the cityscape meets the rolling green hills. The 
Newborn sculpture in Kosovo, its bold yellow letters and joyful graffiti symbols of independence and 
birth. Todd kept her blog open on his computer, scrolling through her pictures multiple times a day.
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She had titled the new chapter of her travel blog Shalom. Todd looked it up; it was Hebrew, meaning 
hello, goodbye, or peace. He wondered which she intended, and if it was a message meant for him —or if 
it was something else entirely; independent, a meaning claimed only by her journey.

She was always the photographer, never in the pictures she posted. Sometimes he fought to recall the 
features of her face, not just vaguely but to the last detail: the precise width of her eyebrows, the pattern 
of freckles across her cheeks, the angle of her smile. But every time, before he could catch that image, 
he had to first remember her hand: the warmth of her fingers on the night of Passover, uncomfortably 
asserting the spaces between his own—demanding, against all odds, that they would fit.
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You’re looking out your window from the hallway
while a spider begins the slow
progression of her web. Inside the room
your bed, records, curtains don’t seem to belong
to you anymore, you of the always-just-outside-the-door,
always-just-leaving.

Dad is boiling plums again
and tomorrow he’s going to make a cake. Halfway
across the world, a German girl is coloring her hair blue,
not thinking of when she will speak her language again, 
spinning the words off her tongue 
in catalogues. Listening carefully, you hear her:
Er war Wachs in ihren Händen….da bin ich überfragt…
ach pappperlapapp — From the back porch 

a dozen lights floated against the sunset. You watched them 
against the stratified sky without wondering 
what they might be, the bulbs of light 
in the deepening ocean overhead.
You thought about taking a picture.  
Instead thought about the spider outside 
your window. Who knows it’s there, but us?

In the kitchen, Dad is singing “Peggy-O”, frying plums 
in a cast iron pan with bacon and butter.
He’s singing without an instrument, 
between lyrics that in Germany 
the plums are all green, and what do you know
about that? And what do you want to haunt?

Lifting the Corners of Nightfall

Elyse Mele

For J.M.O.
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What I Know
Lauren Zack

“Write what you know” – Mark Twain

I know words, the taste of that perfect one, 

how it blossoms in your mind, upon a page.

I know the first rush of freedom, the feeling of 

skin sewn too tight to contain such independence.

I know eating turkey and cheese at a Little Tikes picnic table 

five hours before a wedding that would change life forever.

I know New York City, the streaking lines and vivid scents, 

the steady hum of its sidewalks, every particle alive.

I know a mother curled on the floor, sobbing, fetal,

begging for the moment when everything would end.

I know a dog’s eye copper-bright and I know that same eye 

empty, a button of sorrow and loss.

I know a grandmother, soft and brown, mysterious;

We could not touch her, for she bruised too easily.

I know holding hands with a sister beneath the Arizona sun,

trading pixie sticks and whispers in the green-brown grass.

I know a secret that once burst to life before my unwilling eyes

like a star exploding, a revival and a ruin.

I know the moment when a poem is finished,

Those last lines all glitter and scarlet:

Swollen with the story you’ve finally told

In words that are yours, and yours alone.
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II.
He xeriscapes his home because even
drinkable water particles pass through membranes
numerous times. “Beware dog” is
puttied over black “fear not sewage” signs
on his white-washed fence. Yucca reeds
spiking like moral pillars promulgate
his water-free policies until he mourns
the blooming season that dries each
petal for good in his non-renewable nature.

I.
Her porous soils are puddled—
she grows thirstier waiting for particle-d
water to percolate clear. Shells of
leached earthworms and frail green pods
sink under Kool-Aid pools in her
both yards. Wispy sprouts crumble
as she tries to climb the beanstalk and breaks
her heart in the one-inch tumble back to the
bottom of the lake. 

Hydrological
Jeremy Conigliari

Poetry



44

A Day in Dublin
Patrick Rogan

A university clandestinely offers students free decaf coffee

A group of four people, painted like Black Marble Statues, stand motionless on a dirty sidewalk

with a collection hat at their feet

A Japanese roommate named “Yeah-man”

I remember my first day of kindergarten. I had a broken arm in a hard plaster cast

A male cashier with a stud in his right nostril

A smartphone augurs a zero percent chance of rain for the afternoon

There is a small, white, poodley dog next to the Black Marble Statue People

The most beautiful girls you could ever imagine

Wind that cuts through alleyways and blows women’s hats off their heads

Two old, Authentic American Indians play a beautiful rendition of Simon & Garfunkel’s ‘Sound

of Silence’ on wooden flutes in the middle of a mega-city

You have to go to the first day of kindergarten even if you have a busted arm

It’s rained four times this afternoon

Girls with pale, creamy skin and cheeks rosy-pink from the cold

The wind through the streets sounds like an airplane taking off when you get the window seat

A soaked cardboard PIZZA box pasted onto the wet cement

How does the dog stay so still?

Girls with long, dark hair and short bangs and girls with full, bright red lips

Metal top-caps of Carlsberg bottles floating in shot-glass-sized pools of water on the pavement 

There is no city more beautiful than Dublin immediately following a rain-shower. The clouds

vanish and the sky emerges looking like something out of a Crayola box. The sun shines down

and bounces off cars and refracts off pools of water in the street and blinds you. Up and down the

sidewalks, healthy young people stop walking to return damp umbrellas to plain canvas

knapsacks. The pretty Korean girls still have their hoods pulled up which is both somehow

befuddling and expected. Water runs into the depressed gutters of the roads, where it coalesces and

trembles and shimmers in the sun, waiting to return to the sky

An old Nokia phone with Snake installed on it

There is no place in the world as green as Ireland. The green of the grass and the green of the tree

leaves are absurd and really almost comical compared to America’s vegetation. But after a rain

shower, when the clouds drift away and the sun beams down again, the Irish land becomes so

verdant that it’s almost fucking painful to look at

A polar bear gets sent to rehab
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Poetry

There are no stars in the night sky here

Short story idea: a university student goes temporarily insane from the unrelenting hum of

electricity

A black eye-glasses case with a RETRO Batman logo on it

The sky, the sun, the green, the pretty Korean girls with their hoods pulled up: it’s almost enough

to let one believe in God



46

Eucharist
Victoria Morrow

I wish that I knew some way to self-restore,

that it was as easy as sipping wine from a gold-plated chalice

in the communion line.

I can see how it’s tempting to believe in resurrections and forgiveness.

He told me once,

when we were both drunk off convenience-store vodka,

that he could never be with a girl who hadn’t given her heart to Jesus

and I wonder if it’s this same Jesus that helps him sleep at night

after I offer my body on his bed as if it were an altar,

wishing that I would stop making empty covenants with myself

and recognize he’s only a placeholder,

cardboard-tasting bread intended as a substitute for flesh

that doesn’t satiate a need within me for something

truly divine.

These voices in my head echo nostalgia for a purity that, at 13,

protected me from all the cynicism and disbelief I’ve been carrying around

like pocket rosaries, strung around my neck like a crucifix necklace.

Is there a verse for that?

A psalm to give these regrets some shape, some direction?

I’m tired of trying to fill up my collection cup with

hollow prayers whispered in the shadow of cold dorm rooms,

like mistakes and honesty sacrificed at a confessional,

soft, knee-shaped impressions pressed into the kneeler,

only to realize there’s no priest listening patiently behind the blinds,

only an absence I’m hoping is vast and silent enough

to swallow up last Tuesday night.

Poetry
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of a railway train, steamer tracing along
the Penobscot towards my parents in
Damariscotta—to have practical association;
to have practical relations, have to do with—
I’d rather be in Kennebunkport, a child no older
than four beating away mosquitoes, washing
Goose Rocks sand from premature feet,
scrambling to make it to the shower
before my brothers—join together in sequence,
order, or coherence
out the window, I coast the jigsaw of
topographies recalling the ways in which
Maine earth does fit together or cohere
how an island can become a peninsula if the tide is right;
my family and I walked across one, collected
rocks there (I still have them, trophies sprayed
with my Dad’s shellac) I remember,
to associate an idea; to view or think of
as connected those things I did as a
kid. My brothers and cousin
pails and shovels, succumbing to the constant
teething for penny candy from the
General Store down the street,
our extended family on blankets in front of The Tides Inn
to join, fasten or link together
always making camp at that spot until
we weren’t. My parents bought a house.
summer grew older, less time in the Atlantic
as children; of a punch, blow at a disconnect,
trying to recover the wiffle ball games, catching
crabs in the river current. We can’t do that in
Damariscotta, to associate in occurrence or action
It’s just us four now. Everyone else is working.
Once or twice a summer
we meet for the day; I am four again.
It’s what I look forward to most—
to unite (a person)with others

connect, v.
Faith Breisblatt
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Petals
Verity Kang

girl with small hands, soft palms

clutching pens, biting springtime lips that chap

in the sun

“don’t you know how it feels

to bruise?”

there are flowers on your tongue

speak, part your lips and

exhale

you tremble and eyelids flutter closed

somewhere someone is swallowing, clenching fists with callused fingers and joints that ache and all

that you can muster

is a hollowness

in your voice.

“how can a word be solid,”

they ask (and you shiver —

butterflies in your spine),

“how can a word be solid

when it is made out of petals?”

syllables like open blossoms

without roots,

rosebud soft and ephemeral

as every boy

you haven’t kissed.

yes,

the world inside your eyes is

beautiful — breathing water colors

and curving light —

but cool, flat, clear,

the stained glass windows

of an empty

cathedral.
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there is a sand path
by the house
where a white boat lies,
abandoned.

light birds fly into the wind,
darkened sky welcomes escape.
another house watches, far away,
but trees — alive and dead —
separate.

ocean is attainable:
birds crying,
water moaning,
and saltiness of the air
invades our senses.

drip, drip, drip;
tears cut our faces,
time lost,
we do not belong.

footprints fade in sand,
ignore the white boat,
find our way to the white house
where two chairs wait.

but in this house that is not home,
we are 

lost.

Sand Path for the Hopeless
After “Sand Path” by Albert Swayhoover

Mai-Quyen Nguyen
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Collected
Leah White

I went to the park early in the morning,

and saw him lying under a tree. A cardinal

flew out of the dark and then away.

To see his face, I had to

strain and looked for the red

in the dirt, on his clothes, just a trace

of life. A train charging forward, from inside

me, flew out of the dark and into him.

We soaked the stain up, into anything,

into the plain sky, whitening and flew

out of the dark together.
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In my shea-butter palm I can feel the line between a
cool concrete shade and the expansion of
a silent sunlight warming my pinky
my bare ring finger. 
My chilled thumb and twins tingle
as they wait for the light to pass the divide.

You left in a moment like this.
The night sky still velvet hush against your humming
white trailer. Was it the sun spinning sky-wise
or the night pulling its silky blue sheet away
toward the other side of this sphere where tired arms
and thighs speak strange tongues, but beat
the same way?

You left in a cup of coffee.
You left with your son’s back to your mangled body.
You left the vibration of our footsteps across your tin floor.
You left us with moldy creamer and a porcelain jar of you
sitting in a room that smells like a ripe heart pumping
iron into salty tears and onto hot, hot cheeks.

A woman told me she died once.
That she went to a black place
quiet place
and thought she was lost.
That God came from a white-blue bulb
that shone behind some dark thing amongst the blackness.
That he showed her iridescent rivers of limbs the color of
morning light, and said that to see Him would be
to see every single human
ever made
all at once.

This is how she knows God loves us.
This is how I know you went with the night.

Shadows
Jordan Farris
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Writ in Water
Philip LaMaster

Here lies one whose name was writ in water

His blood courses through our veins 

Perhaps, his life a little short for his words

And perhaps, he was an icon too real

For real life

He lives now like he lived then. 

A little pale, a ghost upon our earth

A trail of sunrise between two sleeves of shadow

His spirit lives now like it did then. 

My name is sometimes fluid too.

I may walk through fires and deserts

My name may float through the atmosphere

Particles that glimmer and twist among the winds

In the dust we were born and in the dust we live

Is there a greater honor?

Than to have our atoms drift to the sun

Flipping neutrinos and spare electrons

With Einstein, Caesar and Gandhi

With shopkeepers and poets

With mechanics and politicians

All a little grimy in their own way,

But in the spirals of cosmic dust

Who can see a little dirt?

So, my name is written in the waves

To crash apart with every tide

And join the crashing of supernova

With every heartbeat of the universe
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Into the Fog
Dana Woell

Fragrance of roses dance in the air

Silent ivy on silver trellises

Silk skirts swish along the floor 

Gliding across a ballroom of moonlight

Ancient swords flash in joy

As proud shields proclaim their name

Dragons roar and trumpets sound

An epic quest across the lands

Dance with a prince on an island of mist

Fey wings alight on my shoulder

Brilliant crystals illuminate the night

Atop a tower of thorns

A rose that shatters into pearls

Flames that never burn

Ghosts of ladies spin in time

To long-forgotten songs

Iron bars of spindly glass

And walls made out of pixie dust

Shatter at the lightest touch

Of a whispered dream

Where magic seeps through the air

Spirits flicker in earth and fire;

A bridge that I can never cross

To lands beyond the fog

Castles crumble into dusts

Immortals weep tears of gold

Back to crappy jeans and beat-up red converse

On a fire escape

Poetry
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Cara De Luna
Tasili Epperson

Charcoal
22” x 30”
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Watercolor on Paper
22” x 30”

SKUMSTAR Part I
Alyssa Burke

Art
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Siblings

Pencil on Bristol Board
8” x 11”

Dominque Kang

Art
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Oil on Canvas
10” x 12”

Who and How?
Alyssa Burke

Art
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Body III

Digital Photography
16” x 16”

Jordyn Richey

Art



60

Acrylic
30” x 15”

Bridge at Twilight
Bethany Brown

Art
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Alvar Aalto Mt. Angel Library

Marker and Color Pencils
15” x 11” 

Justin Horlyk

Art
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Art Marker and Color Pencil
17” x 11”

Aalvar Aalto Villa Mairea
Justin Horlyk

Art
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Before the Storm

Digital Photography

Douglas Rice

Art
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Materials: Copper, Fine Silver, Brass, Cabinet Cards

Release
Amanda Scheutzow

Art
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Computer Rendering

Light: Fragmented
Dillon Smith

Art
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Smokey Taboo

Mixed Media on Canvas

Madison Vincent

Art
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Discovering the Butanding

Watercolor and Gouache 
11” x 14”

Hannah Sydiongco

Art
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Trains
Thomas Sanborn

Digital Photography

Art
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Field of Flowers

Pastel
8.5” x 11”

Bethany Brown

Art
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How to tell it all? Referring to what chronicles?

Czeslaw Milosz, “Six Lectures in Verse”

       I visited only once. I know that outside the train the sky was white and empty, and below it 
were squares of forest, wheat not yet harvested, and bright hills of poppy flowers. Our tickets had been 
stamped for Oswiecim in the Krakow station, and we were finally going to see the death camps. 

      I was twelve and upset, and I was looking out the window with the rigid determination of taking 
a test. I don’t remember what it was my mother had said to me that morning, but it was the reason that 
the only sound that passed between us was the metal-on-metal scrape of train wheels dragged over pre-
war era tracks. 

      The evening before, I had been sitting in my grandparents’ dimming kitchen when my mother 
came in to boil water. Aligned in front of me like green stained glass were congealing cups of gelatin that 
my grandmother had cooked that morning after we finished breakfast. 

      My mother looked from the cups to me until I raised my head and saw her. “They set so slowly, 
don’t they?” she said, leaning against the doorframe. “I keep telling her easier ways to do things, but she 
doesn’t listen.” She lowered her voice and raised her eyebrows at me, and I felt a rush of the strange self-
righteous pleasure that welled in my throat when my mother confided in me her criticisms and I was not 
their cause. “She thinks it’s the only way. You know how grandmothers are.” And here was still another 
thrill because I didn’t know at all, and now I had new truths to greedily stow away.

      What can I tell about Oswiecim? Auschwitz was so quiet that I forgot my mother and I weren’t 
speaking. For years after the war, there was no word for the Holocaust; in interviews and in court 
proceedings, survivors referred to it as the Nazi acts of aggression. 

      In Auschwitz, mud squelched when we walked and the grass reached my ankles and it was wet. 
There were rows of buildings and in their concrete interiors was what looked like shelves but had been 
where people slept before dying. I stood in front of piles of eyeglasses bent like insect legs behind display 
glass, hills of leather shoes, mounds of human hair in a museum. Brick chimneys sprouted from fields, 
incongruous as a dead man rising. I remember the white plaster walls in the visitor center cafeteria, 
where we ate lunch while waiting for the next train back, sopping up our soup with soft rye bread. It was 
the same blank color I had watched the entire train ride, the reason my neck now hurt when I turned 
it to the right. 

      I was recording the month in a notebook left over from the school year, like I had for a few years 
already and would for some years to come until I stopped and fed nearly ten years of notes through 
the paper shredder my parents kept in their bedroom. At eighteen, I thought erasing history was easy. 
At twelve, I was consumed with recording my surroundings and myself, not for posterity’s sake, but 
to satisfy a compulsion to make my impressions more present. “What are you writing about us in 
there? What topic today?” my grandfather would ask relentlessly. My grandparents’ apartment was small 

Remembrance of Things Past and Longer Ago
Victoria Miluch
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and surrounded by fields owned by farmers we never saw. The only diversions were a television and a 
magazine that listed the start and end times of its shows; being invisible was impossible as the absentee 
grandchild visiting for vacation.

      The topic was always some variation of trying to reconcile gelatin with the all-consuming, tiny 
hurts of being twelve. I did not mention Auschwitz or describe the death camps. I did not have the 
vocabulary; I could not form the words. I could not find the thoughts or a structure in which to place 
them. What value would a full account have held, even if I had been a more perceptive, more precocious 
child? It would have been an incomplete chronicle. In any case, it is gone. 

Nonfiction
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     It’s the Christmas holidays, and I am in Trinidad. I visit every year because my family still lives 
here, including my brother, Matthew. At twenty-eight, he is the only one who still lives with Mom. She 
brings me home from the airport. I walk toward his bedroom and knock on the door; a nervous tingle 
invades the pit of my stomach. The house is hot and humid, and the hooded sweater I traveled in feels 
like it’s shrinking on my body. Matthew opens the door.

     “Hey,” I say, unsure of how he will respond. 

     He gives me a half-smile, as if it’s as far as his mind would let him move his lips. His eyes are dim 
and weary like the last time I saw them. He remains in the doorway, still like a patient with his hands 
at his sides.

     “How are you?” I ask. 

     Good is all he says. 

     He lets me hug him. I hold onto his limp frame for as long as he will allow me. It’s probably the 
only time I will get to hug him during my stay. He doesn’t like to be touched. A few seconds pass, he 
shifts his body lightly, and I know he’s had enough. I let go. Besides Mom, I am the only person he will 
let hug him. I think it’s because he doesn’t see me often. I’d like to believe it’s because he loves me, but 
I can’t tell anymore. 

     “Well, I’ll see you in the morning. Ok?” I say. 

     He gives me another half-smile, walks back into his room and shuts the door.

    The bedroom is where Matthew spends most of his time now. It’s dark and lifeless. The curtains 
and windows are rarely opened. Sometimes he listens to music, but most of his day is spent lying in bed. 
The medication he has to take makes him drowsy and detached. Mostly, he is quiet, as though his mind 
escapes into some sort of altered reality. But his doctors say he’s come a long way because he doesn’t hear 
the voices anymore. The medication helps control the psychosis associated with his disease. A sudden 
stopping of treatment can lead to a relapse. For Matthew, it’s been three times.

     He was first admitted to the hospital at nineteen by force. A group of paramedics came to the house 
in an ambulance; Matthew had refused to get treatment by choice, so Mom sought the state’s help. He 
scoffed at the idea of professional treatment, because he was convinced that there was nothing wrong 
with him. Schizophrenia is a disease that kidnaps the mind, and Matthew was unable to decipher the 
difference between real and unreal experiences. His illness had progressed from a deep depression into 
sudden sporadic episodes of hallucinations. During the beginning of his disease he was mostly silent, 
staring into nothingness for hours, until he began to answer the voices. It appeared as though they were 
getting louder, drowning out even Matthew’s own voice of reason.     

     The men marched into the house toward Matthew’s room. One by one they entered. After a few 
minutes, they walked out restraining Matthew in their arms. His tired eyes harmonized the weary look 
on his face. His body was strapped as the men carried him into the ambulance and drove him to the 
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hospital. We followed behind.  

     At the hospital, we parked near the building that housed newly admitted patients. The hospital 
resembled a university campus, with independent buildings separated by paved walkways, tiny 
flowerbeds, an occasional fruit tree. Inside the lobby, a nurse escorted us to an area where Matthew 
was being held. We entered a large, white room without windows. There were fifteen to twenty bunk-
like beds that had been filled by teenage boys. It seemed as though a thousand eyes were following us 
wondering who we were and why we were there. One nurse was administering medication to one of the 
boys while another walked around inspecting the beds. I kept looking for Matthew, but the nurse we 
were following walked until she was out of the room. We continued to follow her down a musty narrow 
hallway. Without warning, the clacking sound of her heels against the white tile floor suddenly stopped. 
I looked up and saw iron bars like a jail cell. Matthew was inside, sitting on a bare mattress on the floor. 
There were no sheets or pillows. He was left in only his underwear and a t-shirt. The smell of urine from 
a hole in the cell floor burned my nostrils. 

     “Why is he in here?” Mom asked.

     I don’t know if the nurse heard, but she didn’t reply. 

     “Why is my son in here?” My mother asked again, making sure this time she got the nurse’s 
attention. 

     The nurse wore a white cap matching her uniform. I noticed that she was the only one wearing 
a cap. I figured she must have been the one in charge. She kept tapping the clipboard with her pen as 
she wrote. When she was done writing her information, she looked up at us and said, “We put new 
patients in here before we can assess their condition. We can’t risk them harming themselves or others. 
The doctor will see him tomorrow and from there we will move him to the appropriate ward.” She hung 
the clipboard back on the wall in a plastic holder mounted on the outside wall of the cell. 

     “Visitation ends at five,” she said and walked away. 

     It took a few seconds for Matthew to realize who we were. He crawled off the mattress, his legs 
shaky from the medication they had shoved down his throat. He walked slowly toward the bars and in 
a childlike plea he asked, “Mom, why am I here? I didn’t do anything.”

     Matthew had dreams. He wanted to be a professional cartoonist. His notepads were always filled 
with different characters. His masterpiece was “Fido Dido,” the character featured in the 90’s 7UP 
commercials. His ideal job was to transform his characters into film for Disney or Universal Studios. He 
wanted to travel the world. He always talked about going to Colombia and Brazil, because he had heard 
the most beautiful women in the world lived there. He was so convinced that he was going to be rich. 
As a kid he would threaten my younger sister and me, saying that he wouldn’t buy us anything when he 
“made it.” It was all in an effort to get us to stop fighting, and most of the time it worked.

     The disease brought about other changes too. Mom now divides her time among work, hospital 
visits and caring for him.  Mornings are spent administering medication. She brings a glass of water and 
three pills to Matthew’s bedroom, each time standing over him to ensure he swallows. She says, “Taking 
the pills is tremendous progress.” I guess being highly medicated on a daily basis is the trade off to having 
a normal life. But, Mom also says, “Thank God. I rather he’s in his bedroom than in a hospital room.” 
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     I know I should be grateful, too. 

     But now I wonder. I wonder who he could have been. I wonder if he would have gone to college 
like me. I wonder if he would have been a professional cartoonist and made it to Hollywood like he 
had dreamed. I wonder if he would be married and who his wife would be. I wonder if he would have 
children and how many. I wonder if any of his children would have inherited his artistic genius the same 
way he did from our father. I wonder.

     It’s Christmas day. The smell of baked honey ham and fresh bread is nostalgic. Mom sets the table 
for breakfast. I fill glasses of Sorrel and Ginger Beer. She also prepares a separate plate full of ham, bread 
and pastel. She calls out to Matthew to come join us, knowing that he won’t but probably hoping he 
will. He always eats in his bedroom. The rest of us circle around the table and bow our heads while my 
grandmother leads us in prayer. Before we say Amen, Matthew walks into the kitchen, picks up his plate 
and takes a seat next to me. It’s a good day.

Nonfiction
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     It  was with glee that I shoveled ingredients around the frying pan, watching in wonder as 
the peppers slowly shed their awkward stiffness, the onions relinquished their caustic, impersonal 
disposition; the sausage pulled itself together into something you could sit across the table from and 
have a conversation with. This was greater than mere food preparation, I was witnessing a movement of 
social cohesion. These were the kindergarteners who clung fiercely to their mothers before the first day of 
school only to refuse the once anticipated return home at three o’clock, the high school freshmen afraid 
they wouldn’t fit in who find themselves in tears to leave their dearest friends at graduation, so many shy 
crushes that blossom into passionate lovers — this was us, a smattering of students smeared across Rome 
which somehow morphed into coherent, relevant social clans.

     At first there were no words, we could only ravenously scoop this manna from heaven into our 
mouths and question what we had done to deserve this celestial meal. But as our hunger gave way, 
conversation slowly filled the gaps. Cam, to my right was, at over 6 foot, an imposing figure. I knew he 
was already a longtime bachelor with military experience, but other than a shared love for the music of 
Maxwell, I could not begin to probe at the void of time between his high school graduation and today. 
Matt, across the table, was my age. A self-proclaimed “bro,” earlier I had heard him mention, regarding 
the United States, “What I miss most is sitting at home watching Sports Center drinking a Coors.” 
Right now he was lamenting that he couldn’t decide what to bring home for his family as souvenirs from 
Rome. Suddenly the answer was in my hands, I cut in:

     “You should bring back food as souvenirs for everyone — It could be a metaphor for the temporary 
nature of existence: just as the sites we visited once were complete and functional and beautiful but 
have been eaten away by millions of years until all that remains is an empty shell, the food will start out 
complete and delicious but it will be slowly eaten until all that remains is the empty container!”

     Pause.

     “Yeah, no.”

     “You’re talking to a finance and a health major. We don’t think like that.”

     The plight of an English major.

Dinner in Rome
Ben Scolaro
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     I gaze at my boyfriend Eric as he sits on that worn couch, his body mashed into the cushions as he 
snoozes beautifully, peacefully, patiently.  He’s waiting for me to come and join him; the same thing he 
has been doing for almost a whole year now.

     I am overcome by the way his Charlie Brown head is positioned on the arm of the couch so that he 
is angled toward me while I write. No, he doesn’t turn his back to me and he doesn’t cover his head with a 
pillow at the sound of my furious clickin’-n-clackin’ along this keyboard.  Instead, his blanket of warmth 
emanates in my direction. Assured and trusting in every single breath that streams from his body, I find 
no choice but to continue to wallow in this patience he adorns me with. 

     Eric has achieved, far more than anyone else I know, an intense disapproval for the negative ways 
in which I’d begun to think about myself six months ago.  

     “I’m such a whore,” I would sigh with each instance that I was reminded of something that I had 
missed out on in both my childhood and teen years. Eric would not tolerate that kind of talk from me.

     “No, you’re not!  Stop saying that!”  He’d plead time and time again.  He would never let up on how 
important it was for me to maintain my self-respect and to see myself as a survivor of the sexual abuse 
that was forced upon me from the time I was a dainty seven year-old until I was courageous enough at 
the age of 23 to escape.

     I’m 24 at the moment.

     A fresh mother-to-be.

     And so in this very moment, as I pen my truth for the first time, I can feel from over here his 
crucial wish for me to heal.

***

     There never was an easy way for me to relay the truth about my past to either Eric or my closest 
friends, and most certainly not to anyone in my family-especially if they had never known anyone with a 
similar secret or had a similar experience themselves.  And I do mean that sad, sad, gruesome experience 
where your two younger brothers are just a staircase away from finding everything out once and for all, 
only they’re much too caught up in the gracious gifts that after-school cable has to offer. All the while, 
their bossy, argumentative, much-too-emotional sister is somewhere in the house being violated once 
again by the strict, upstanding, and caring father everyone is hopelessly blinded by.  

     It took four months for me to cough up the unabridged version of that story to Eric.  Unfortunately, 
I cannot escape the embarrassment and disgust I feel by the fact that my rapist also eventually adopted 
me sometime after he and my mother married, which means that I am tattooed with his name — that 
is, until the day Eric replaces it with his.

     No one could convince me to go home to my mother for a while because we were not speaking to 
each other since I had “run away from home” without warning, just a few months prior to the onset of 
my cuckoo mindset. Not only that, but I felt that my mother was much too weak, too brainwashed, and 

Fleetwood
Rosalyn Wright
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too selfish to care about my thoughts, let alone my well-being.

     But mainly weak, more weak than anything.  At that point in my life, there was no way she could 
convince me of anything to the contrary.

     The confused dynamics about my broken home-life had made it tough for my boyfriend and my 
remaining friends to believe that I was ever truthful to them about myself, my reality.  Mostly it was 
the uncharacteristic behavior that alerted them to my serious, yet unspoken, internal problem.  They 
had become frightened of this vicious personality I had adopted — out of the blue, it seemed — which 
left them baffled by my fast-dwindling integrity, self-responsibility, and general sanity.  Eventually, I 
had realized that I was never going to be able to enjoy a healthy and burden-free life as long as I had an 
inexplicable terror consuming me; at least, not with each day I allowed to go by without owning up to 
my unpleasant past. And certainly not without gathering the courage to tell the whole truth as to why 
I had left home, just as I had found the courage to leave in the first place. Where exactly had the rest of 
that courage escaped to?

***

     With each heart-wrenching detail of my life that I had managed to choke out in between terrible 
sobs, Eric tightened his embrace around me. His chest bravely soaked up my fears, my doubts, my 
shattered dreams and hollow wishes. And I wanted to put that posture back to its proper use once again, 
hold my head high with pride, and stride with purpose.

     The point is that I wanted to never, ever again have to put a person through such a difficult 20 
minutes that featured the words “I,” “was,” “sexually,” “molested,” “by,” “my,” “mother’s,” “husband.”  

     And especially not in that order.

     Unfortunately, my conscience could not rightly rest until I revealed myself to the people who 
deserved to know. This basically meant seeing a counselor not only get my mind under control, but to 
also give it a rest, and to find a way to truly believe that my life was capable of being satisfactory and 
less complex.

     Even more important than telling my support about my issues was getting in touch with my 
mother. I had “run away” from home at least seven months prior to officially finding out about my 
pregnancy, and Mom and I had not seen each other even once, nor had we spoken more than twice since 
that liberating day when I had a friend rescue me from my parents’ house.

     There was absolutely no doubt in my mind that Mom deserved to know about the kind of person 
she thought loved her the way that she claimed to love him.

     Could I shatter her heart with such a truth?

     How could I inform my mother of my new developments—the pregnancy, my counseling 
endeavors, my overall sense of freedom—without also telling her, like everyone else, the reason why 
I had left home?  Would she be so accepting of my upcoming motherhood when she was most likely 
sitting somewhere questioning her own; that she must have failed if her daughter could just up and leave 
without so much as a “Goodbye — here’s how to reach me”?  Would she even believe what I had to say 
about Clarence, the “love” of her life?
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     With these questions in mind, it gradually began to make sense that counseling was the ideal 
solution for me.

Counseling was undeniably necessary, especially because of the difficult task of conveying the truth 
to my mother. 

    “You’re going to have to tell her at some point, Rosalyn,” my counselor had quietly informed, rather 
than commanded. “But you’ll know when the time is right.  You’ll know.”

     “But I’m afraid of what she’ll say.”  I’d replied exasperatedly.  “I don’t want to lose her to something 
she might not believe.  I need her in my life.  I want her to be a part of her grandchild’s life.”

     My counselor cocked her head sideways, kept her eyes leveled with mine.

     “Everyone you dump this extremely heavy information on is entitled to coping with it just as much 
as you need to heal from it.  But you have to remember to be careful with how you do it.  If you go to 
your mother accusatory and angry, she may shy away and find solace in another outlet that is going to 
feed off of her emotions: Clarence. Does that make sense?”

     It did.

     And in fact, the phone conversation had begun in the exact way I had imagined.

***

     “Do you have any idea how much this has been hurting me?” Mom’s voice had come through the 
phone anxious and disapproving. “Not seeing you, not talking to you every day, never knowing whether 
you are somewhere safe, whether you are eating enough, whether you’re scared or lonely.  Don’t you 
know that you are loved?”

     I was speechless for only a moment because I had not yet had the opportunity to spill the beans.  I 
had to have my turn before she could go any further, but I only found that my whole frame had stiffened 
with fright at the thought of what she would say to either one of my statements.  

     After a few silent, tense moments, I decided to give her the good news first.  I was five weeks 
pregnant and Eric and I were as happy as can be.

     “Oh Rosalyn…”  Mom’s response stood more like a whine rather than a gush of joy. 

     My stomach stirred in disappointment. Almost as if the budding baby inside of me was aware of 
Mom’s impending condemnation. 

     “Are you really?”  she asked, instead sounding a little surprised.  Perhaps she had suddenly realized 
that this wasn’t the time to be judgmental. Especially if she was hoping to ever see my face again.  

     She ended up telling me that I had better get my emotions under control because it wouldn’t 
be good for the baby’s growth over the next several months.  I tried not to get offended by her lack 
of knowledge.  Who was she to tell me?  When had she ever concentrated on the root of my raging 
emotions?  

     Before moving on to the more gritty and oppressing topic of our rickety exchange, I had to 
consider the things my counselor and I had been discussing about this exact scenario.  

      Keep calm, don’t accuse, allow her to listen, allow her to respond.
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     I took a deep, resounding breath before plunging in:

      “Clarence sexually abused me, Mom,” was just a pea in the pod to the entirety of Clarence’s forest 
of atrocities toward me over a span of more than 15 years.

     Mom’s silence had me holding my breath for countless seconds.  I had no idea what kind of answer 
to expect.  I still felt that she was too muddled from years and years of her own mental and emotional 
abuse, though she has yet to admit to it, to really accept the truth in my words, but I wanted to believe 
that maybe a lot had changed in the several months I had been gone from home. 

     Instead, I was pummeled with shock by her insensitive tone:

     “And you’re just now telling me this,” was just one of her astounding responses over the phone that 
day, a day which now looked ominous. I couldn’t believe I’d heard her eventually say something that 
sounded a lot like “forgiveness,” but to whom she was referring, I wasn’t sure.   

     Forgive her husband for what he did to me?

     “Mom…!”  A sheer storm of anger coupled with terror shot through my body at the sound of her 
near-detached tone, sure that she was deeming this conversation as just another one of my characteristic 
emotional fits.  She had no idea who she was talking to, just who exactly her daughter had become.  

     My mother did not realize that she was speaking to a grown woman. 

     “You think I’m lying?”  I seethed.

     “No.” She replied, giving me just a little hope that she meant something other than what she had 
already said. “I really have no choice but to believe you.” 

     Then she drove it home.

     “But you expect me to choose you over my husband.”

     I couldn’t really discern whether this was a query or a statement, but the furious tears that now 
define me, at least back at home, were brewing and about ready to burst like an enthusiastically shaken 
can of unopened beer. I mean, the words were considerably cold-hearted and selfish.  The opposite of 
“motherly,” and I simply wasn’t going to be able to handle that much longer.

     “Well, Rosalyn, I refuse to do that.”  Mom continued on with her ugly refusal of her child’s reality.  
“Love don’t just up an’ leave in one day.”  She finished — lethally.

     And that’s when I finally snapped, instantly crumbling into the pathetic remnants of the damaged 
girl I had always been, now suddenly feeling less like the woman that Eric had made me, and sensing a 
terrible fear that I would fail at motherhood. 

     My own mother had just dumped me.

     I felt at once that this was the first time in all of my 24 years I was truly capable of hating the 
woman who had given birth to me.  And no way did I want to find myself repeating her actions toward 
me and to my child.

     No fucking way.  

***

     I now sit here at this computer screen, five months after that disappointing phone conversation 
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with my mother, feeling a kind of barrenness inside of me. I blame her confused allegiance between 
Clarence and me.

     And even as I look back on that phone fiasco and the subsequent meetings I had with my counselor 
since then, I can’t deny the possibility that my mom turned to Clarence as soon as our call had ended.  
Just as I turn to my man in hard times, my mother does the same thing.  She doesn’t want to believe that 
her husband is capable of his crime against me.

I still have to take some responsibility for the impatience I impressed upon my mother to hurry up 
and get with the program; to just please, please don’t believe this vile man.  I even have to admit that I 
was incredibly thoughtless, calling her weak and telling her that she doesn’t think for herself and needs 
to get out of that house or she’ll always be that way.

     I’ve been accusing her of that for years, never successfully explaining why I felt that way, but adding 
to the waning of her self-esteem just as much as her husband does.

     Rather than tell her that she is a strong, capable woman deserving of a cleansed atmosphere free of 
a stifling husband, I have time and time again called my mother weak.  

     Why would she side with the person who calls her weak, puts her down this way? 

     Why would anyone want to listen to that?

     “I didn’t mean to,” I would say to her, if we ever have the chance to meet again.

***
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Dear M
Seo-Young Jun

DEAR M

Seo-Young Jun

FROM BLACK WE HEAR-

DAUGHTER (V.O.)
Mom. Mom, did you get it?

MOTHER (V.O.)
Yes. I did just now.

DAUGHTER (V.O.)
What kind?

MOTHER (V.O.)
Mint chocolate.

FADE IN:

EXT. GROCERY STORE - NIGHT

A woman in her mid-forties, MOTHER, exits a grocery store
with a bag of goods in one hand and a cell phone in the
other. She is dressed comfortably, as if she has just
stepped out of her house after a nap. As she talks on the
phone, Mother’s face is composed while she slowly begins to
make her way through the parking lot and towards a
crosswalk.

DAUGHTER (V.O.)
Again?

MOTHER
You know it’s my favorite.

DAUGHTER (V.O.)
What about butter pecan?

MOTHER
(smiling)

Didn’t you finish that off like two
days ago?

DAUGHTER (V.O.)
Fine.

There seem to be no cars and no other people in the streets.
Mother still waits for the signal lights to change.
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2.

DAUGHTER (V.O.) (CONT’D)
Well, come back quick. It’s dark
out, okay? Come quickly.

MOTHER
(soothing)

I will.

INT. DAUGHTER’S HOME - NIGHT

DAUGHTER, in her early twenties, hangs up the phone. The
living room is decorated with simple "Happy Birthday" signs.
Holding a birthday cake with two candles that have been lit
for a while, Daughter rushes over to the front door. She
looks through the window, eagerly waiting for her mother.

EXT. GROCERY STORE, CROSSWALK - NIGHT

The light turns green. Mother begins to cross. Suddenly, a
car appears, moving erratically. Mother speeds up. Car
quickly approaches.

INT. DAUGHTER’S HOME - NIGHT

Daughter, with the birthday cake in hand, still stands next
to the front door. The candles are close to burning out. As
the two candles finally burn out-

FADE TO BLACK.

TITLE.

AS WE HEAR SOUND OF SINK WATER RUNNING-

FADE IN.

INT. DAUGHTER’S HOME, KITCHEN - DAY

Daughter stands in front of the kitchen sink. She looks
tired and pathetic. The water is running, but Daughter has
been blanking out for a while. She finally blinks once. Then
she moves her hand over and turns off the water.
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3.

EXT. NEIGHBORHOOD, STREETS - DAY

Daughter brings out a garbage can from her backyard. She
tries to set it in place for the garbage truck to pick it
up. The garbage can tips over a bit as she tries to leave.
She catches it. She tries to fix it in place. It tips over
again. The routine repeats.

Daughter suddenly stops and holds the garbage can. She
begins beating it, but it looks like she is just hurting her
hands. With one last kick, the garbage can finally stays
still.

INT. DAUGHTER’S HOME, ROOM - NIGHT

Disheveled, Daughter is sitting alone in front of a
cardboard box full of old photographs. Some of the
photographs are out of the box, laid out in front of her.

Intercut with flashes of Mother crossing the street and the
car fast approaching.

Daughter cannot bear the flashing images in her head. In the
photographs, there is Mother in her younger days with her
baby. Daughter moves her finger over to one of the pictures
and touches the young woman’s face.

MOTHER (O.S.)
Still?

EXT. NEIGHBORHOOD, PLAYGROUND - DAY

Daughter, sitting on a swing, stares at Mother standing far
away from her.

DAUGHTER
What do you mean, still?

MOTHER
It’s about time you stop.

DAUGHTER
(drops her head)

Because of me...

MOTHER
What?

DAUGHTER
(raises her head)

Because of me!
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MOTHER
Says who? Did I tell you that? Is
that what your friends say?

Daughter does not respond.

MOTHER (CONT’D)
So, enough of this, all right?
You’re not a kid anymore, so stop
your whining.

DAUGHTER
How can you say that?

MOTHER
And how can you say that? It’s not
because of you.

(beat)
It’s just how my life is. If you
put this on yourself, how miserable
would that make me?

DAUGHTER
Still- If I hadn’t called you- If I
hadn’t told you to rush-

MOTHER
Then what?

(beat)
Then what?

Daughter does not respond. They look at each other.

INT. DAUGHTER’S HOME, ROOM - NIGHT

Daughter is sitting in her room in front of the cardboard
box full of pictures. As she looks down at the photographs
again, we see the face of Mother in her younger days once
more.

INT. A BABY’S ROOM - DAY

The YOUNG MOTHER from the photographs, in her twenties, is
talking to someone off-screen. The background is a room
decorated for a newborn daughter. Everything is colored
pink.

YOUNG MOTHER
My fondest memory would be...

(happy and nostalgic)
How much time do I have?
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(beat)
The moment I saw my baby girl. The
moment I heard her cry. It’s hard
to explain, but I just- I just
knew. The moment she opened her
eyes. That feeling of a mom. I
think that was really the first
time I understood how my mother
felt about me.

EXT. GROCERY STORE, CROSSWALK - NIGHT

Daughter stands at the crosswalk, in the same place Mother
was, staring at the red signal light.

It changes to green. She slowly begins to cross. The streets
are perfectly clean, but as Daughter walks on, pieces of
groceries roll down in front of her one by one. Daughter
pauses and chokes up. Surrounded by groceries, she is
standing at the center of the tape markings of her mother’s
body. She trembles a bit and cries out loud. Her cry
escalates, and she has hard time breathing. She begins to
jog and run and then suddenly stops. She walks. We see that
the pieces of groceries are tangled around her ankles.

EXT. STREETS OF A PARK - DAY

In the background is a beautiful street with tall trees
lined up on the sides. Young Mother is talking to someone
again.

YOUNG MOTHER
I used to love standing between my
mom and my dad. We just walk down
this street with a bunch of big
beautiful trees. My parents would
hold onto my hands and just lift me
up!

(acts it out and smiles)
I did the same thing for my girl
with my husband. Oh, she loved it.
Absolutely. She laughed a lot. It
was the most beautiful, beautiful
sound.

Screenplay



91

6.

EXT. CAFE - DAY

Daughter is sitting at a table. A FRIEND steps out of the
cafe and hands her a drink. Daughter looks at her friend.
Friend waits a little bit for Daughter to take her drink,
but she doesn’t. Friend sets it down in front of her and
sits down.

FRIEND
(carefully)

You okay?

DAUGHTER
Yeah.

FRIEND
(beat)

How long has it been since she-

DAUGHTER
Six months.

FRIEND
Do you just know what I’m going to
ask?

DAUGHTER
You all ask the same things.

FRIEND
"You all"?

DAUGHTER
People. Same stuff, all the time.
"Are you OK?" "How are you
feeling?" "How long has it been
now?" Are you seriously asking
those questions because you don’t
know?

FRIEND
(barely making eye contact)

M, it’s- it’s gonna be okay. I
mean-

Pause.

DAUGHTER
(squinting)

What would’ve happened if I didn’t
call her? What would’ve- it’s
butter pecan, isn’t it? It’s butter
pecan. You know, my cake didn’t

(MORE)
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DAUGHTER
even have to be a surprise, so if I
didn’t ask her about that stupid
butter pecan-

FRIEND
Does it matter?

Daughter looks at her friend, alarmed by what she just
heard.

FRIEND (CONT’D)
That’s not the question you should
be asking.

DAUGHTER
(whisper)

All she had to do was blow the
candle. Was that so much to ask?

FRIEND
No.

(carefully)
Why don’t you try cleaning your
house when you go back home? That
way you can sort of, I don’t know,
organize your thoughts.

Daughter stands up slowly and begins walking away. Her
friend gently grabs her left shoulder and takes her hand off
slowly.

FRIEND (CONT’D)
It’s gonna be okay, M.

DAUGHTER
(looking away)

What do you want me to say?

Daughter turns her face to look at her friend.

DAUGHTER (CONT’D)
What do you want me to say? "Yeah,
I’ll do that," "Yeah, I’m fine,"
"Yeah, I’ll be okay"?

(beat)
Well, you know what, I’m not. I’m
not okay. And you know- everyone
knows I’m not okay, but they still
expect me to be okay!

Daughter starts to storm off.
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DAUGHTER (CONT’D)
(turning back)

Why can’t you just ask me, "Hey,
you’re not okay, huh?" So I can
say, "You’re damn right, I’m not
okay!"

As her eyes well up with tears, Daughter leaves. She almost
trips on the way as Friend watches her leave.

YOUNG MOTHER (O.S.)
M.

EXT. BACKYARD OF A HOME - DAY

The background is a bright, sunny day at a beautiful
backyard with green grass and tall trees.

YOUNG MOTHER
M was my nickname. And my
daughter’s nickname. Our initials.
Now I’m "M" no matter what. My name
starts with an "M", and what I am
starts with an "M"- a mom.

(smiles)
I felt the mom inside me growing
bigger and bigger when my baby took
her first steps. It was at our
backyard, and she was only ten
months old. I know, isn’t it
unbelievable?

(laughs)
She would fall and keep on falling,
but every time my husband and I
tried to pick her up, she would not
let us touch her! She would cry and
suddenly stop and force herself
back up no matter what. And I was
just like- blown away. I was like,
"Look at this girl, she’s a
champion already." She was a strong
little princess.

INT. DAUGHTER’S HOME, DINING ROOM - NIGHT

Daughter is eating toast. There are peanut butter and jelly
jars on the table. She begins to spread the jelly on her
toast. Soon, it is revealed that Mother is sitting across
from her, eating spaghetti.
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Daughter looks up at Mother. Then she looks down at a plate
of spaghetti on the table. She takes her fork, wraps the
noodles around it, and tries to eat.

But the moment the fork reaches her mouth, there is no
spaghetti. She looks down and sees the spaghetti untouched.
She tries to eat again, but the same thing happens. Daughter
looks up and sees Mother eating.

MOTHER
(smiles)

Well? Eat up!

Daughter, looking at Mother, inhales heavily through her
nose. She looks down and shoves her peanut butter and jelly
toast into her mouth.

EXT. NEIGHBORHOOD - DAY

Daughter, on her bicycle with her backpack on, rides off to
the streets. Suddenly, she stops and turns back to see
Mother walking towards the house with a thick pile of mail.
Their eyes meet, and Mother smiles and waves her hand.

YOUNG MOTHER (O.S.)
My husband?

EXT. NEIGHBORHOOD, PLAYGROUND - DAY

YOUNG MOTHER
He had to leave us. I knew he
didn’t want to, and that’s what I
told M.

(beat)
I was still glad, though, M and I
got to stay with him during his
last five months in the hospital.
She was seven.

Young Mother pauses for a moment. She smiles but seems as if
she is fighting back tears.

YOUNG MOTHER (CONT’D)
(smiling but choking up)

She had these three ways of
approaching her dad in bed. First-

Young Mother acts out her child’s facial expression: a
cherubic smile, bobbing her head around.

Screenplay
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YOUNG MOTHER (CONT’D)
Second-

Young Mother acts out her child’s facial expression again:
with slightly pouty lips, she stares off.

YOUNG MOTHER (CONT’D)
And this last one-

Young Mother acts out again: she is dozing off.

YOUNG MOTHER (CONT’D)
(smiles, and beat)

My husband could not have been
happier during those last few
months with us. But... he also
could not have been sadder.

INT. DAUGHTER’S HOME, LIVING ROOM - NIGHT

Daughter enters. Tired, she drops her backpack and falls on
the couch. Her eyes are closed. Suddenly the DOOR OPENS, and
Mother enters. She has a bag of groceries. She enters the
kitchen and comes back out to the living room with a butter
pecan ice cream and two spoons.

MOTHER
(smiling)

Sorry I’m late! There was this
crazy driver I met on the way.

Daughter opens her eyes and sees Mother sitting in front of
her with the ice cream. She does not respond.

MOTHER (CONT’D)
Well? Surprise, huh?

(beat)
Take some, it’s your favorite.

DAUGHTER
(staring at ice cream)

I thought you liked mint chocolate.

MOTHER
(opens ice cream top)

Yeah, but I like this, too. I like
anything you like, remember?

Mother takes a spoonful of ice cream.
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MOTHER (CONT’D)
(mouthful)

What?

DAUGHTER
Why are you here?

Mother looks at her. She swallows and puts her spoon down.

DAUGHTER (CONT’D)
You’re not supposed to be here.
You’re not here. You never made it
back.

MOTHER
And?

DAUGHTER
What do you mean "And"?

MOTHER
Do you want me to leave?

DAUGHTER
I want you to-

Pause.

MOTHER
Do you want me to leave?

DAUGHTER
I want you to... Stop bothering me.

MOTHER
I don’t mean to bother you.

DAUGHTER
Then what are you doing?

MOTHER
(lifting the ice cream)

Butter pecan?

DAUGHTER
(shaking her head)

Don’t.

MOTHER
I’m here because of you.
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DAUGHTER
What?

MOTHER
I’m here because you’re thinking
about me.

DAUGHTER
Mom, it- It kills me when I think
about you. Okay? I don’t feel good.

MOTHER
Why?

DAUGHTER
You know why!

MOTHER
(chuckles)

Yes, yes, I do, actually. But why
is it still killing you? I thought
I told you not to do that to
yourself.

DAUGHTER
I don’t get you. I don’t. You keep
on appearing in front of me, trying
to make me feel guilty and-

MOTHER
I’m not trying to make you feel
guilty!

DAUGHTER
Then what are you trying to do?

MOTHER
Where else would I live other than
here?

DAUGHTER
"Here"?

MOTHER
Your memories.

Daughter looks at Mother. She looks at the ice cream and the
spoons. She looks back at Mother.

MOTHER (CONT’D)
I knew I was going to die sometime
in my life. So did your father. We
all live knowing we’re going to die

(MORE)
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MOTHER (CONT’D)
sometime in our lives. You’re not
responsible for any of this.

(beat)
You shouldn’t be sorry. If anyone
should, it’s me.

DAUGHTER
Why?

Pause.

MOTHER
Because I left you. And I didn’t
want to, M.

(beat)
I didn’t know it would be so soon.

INT. DAUGHTER’S HOME, ROOM - DAY

Mother, in her forties, in now talking to someone
off-screen.

MOTHER
I know. I’m pretty old now, right?
You see all these wrinkles? I’ve
grown older, but my daughter’s
grown older, too. She’s absolutely
beautiful. And very athletic. Just
like her father.

(beat)
I think she was about seventeen
years old when she got her license,
finally. I saw her empty room after
she went to school by herself. I
didn’t know what it was exactly,
but I felt like I knew how it’d
feel wen I send her off to college
already.

(nods)
M. Being on her own. A baby to me,
but to everyone else, a young lady
all grown up.

(smiles)
And I was lucky enough to witness
this.
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INT. DAUGHTER’S HOME, CLOSET - DAY

Daughter is looking at her clothes. She takes a pair of
jeans. She puts her hand in the pocket and takes out a
sticky note.

It says, "Remember the dinner at 5:30 P.M.! Love you. M."
Daughter stares at the sticky note.

INT. DAUGHTER’S HOME, ROOM - DAY

Daughter opens the drawers of her desk, and rifles through
them. One by one, Daughter finds crinkled up sticky notes.
We hear Mother’s voice while Daughter reads the notes.

MOTHER (V.O.)
"Happy birthday, sweetheart. Enjoy
your day." "A boy called and left
you a message. Guess Who?" "Forgot
to give you your lunch today. Hope
you have time to pick this up at
the office. Have a great day,
sweetie."

Daughter looks on at the sticky notes, flattening them out.
She seems to well up a bit, but she smiles.

EXT. GROCERY STORE, CROSSWALK - DAY

MOTHER
(brightly)

Of course I remember. The last
thing I heard was M saying, "It’s
dark out." And then a car came
directly at me. Did not see it
coming. I think he was a drunk
driver. I got hit and then-

Mother points back to where she fell. She takes a long
moment to herself.

MOTHER (CONT’D)
I felt like I was flying. I fell.
My head hurt. I think I smelled
butter pecan, though. I lied to M
and said I bought mint chocolate.

(smiles)
That was the last thing I smelled.
Butter pecan.
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EXT. NEIGHBORHOOD, GRASS FIELD - DAY

Daughter is lying down on the grass. Mother is lying down
next to her.

DAUGHTER
Are you comfortable?

MOTHER
Yes, actually.

DAUGHTER
Is there anything else you want me
to do for you?

MOTHER
No. Just relax.

Daughter looks at Mother.

MOTHER (CONT’D)
You know where I’ll be.

(looks at her daughter)
So just do whatever you want from
now on. Relax and live. For me, for
your dad. For you.

DAUGHTER
(looks up at the sky)

What if I miss you?

MOTHER
Then think about me. The good
times. And let it be.

Mother smiles at Daughter. Daughter smiles back at her.
Daughter looks up at the sky and closes her eyes while her
smile softens. Daughter opens her eyes and looks back at her
mother. Mother is already gone, and Daughter is lying down
alone on the grass.

INT. DAUGHTER’S HOME, KITCHEN - DAY

Daughter stares at the dishes. She stays motionless for a
moment and suddenly turns the water on. She washes the
dishes.
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EXT. NEIGHBORHOOD, STREETS - DAY

Daughter takes out the black garbage can. She sets it in
place.

MOTHER (V.O.)
If I could be born again?

EXT. NEIGHBORHOOD - DAY

Daughter comes out of her house with her bicycle and rides
off.

MOTHER (V.O.)
I would want to be my mother’s
daughter again.

EXT. GROCERY STORE, CROSSWALK - DAY

Daughter waits for the signal lights to change. It changes
to green. She crosses.

MOTHER (V.O.)
I would want to be my daughter’s
mother again.

Now on the other side of the road, Daughter rides on. We
then see Mother walking and catching up to Daughter.
Daughter smiles as she looks at her mother. Daughter slows
down for her.

MOTHER (V.O.)
If I can’t be born as a person?

(laughs)
I want to be... A tree. So that my
family can find me. Always in the
same place.

Mother and Daughter walk and ride next to each other. Mother
disappears. Daughter speeds up again and rides on.

FADE OUT.
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